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Abstract 
This thesis is about how Hong Kong Chinese people manage death today. It traces 
the major changes in the ways people handle death within the last few decades. It 
shows how death is handled in the funeral parlours and how it is efficiently managed 
through purchasing funerary package services. Such package services have rendered 
funerary traditions as ready-made homogenized commodity sets. These two aspects 
in death management have brought about the homogeneity of a Chinese material 
culture relating to death and funerals. 
However, such homogeneity of culture does not guarantee unity in meanings. The 
central theoretical concern of this report is to see the pattern of cultural changes as 
well as cultural persistence through the lens of death management. Indeed, the 
meanings behind cultural homogeneity can be immensely diverse. I shall show how 
different people create different meanings out of the homogeneous death rituals. I 
divide people into active and passive cultural carriers and interpreters. Culture , 
persists and changes within a process where such activeness and passivity of the 
cultural agents interplay. As a matter of fact, the majority of people are passive 
agents who do not force themselves to find deep meanings out of the ritual services 
they participate. They let other people, such as the Taoist priests, to interpret the 
rituals for them. By acting as passive agents, they help culture persist by not asking 
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Chinese societies have been a fertile ground for the study of death rituals. However, 
most previous studies on Chinese death cults were done in traditional rural 
communities. Research on modern urban Chinese funerals is still scarce. This research 
is done in the hope of filling in the gap left by earlier research effort so as to see what 
impact urbanization has brought to death management. 
I use the phrase "death management" in its widest sense. It includes all matters that 
may arise from a death, ranging from the pragmatic chores of death registration, 
funeral arrangement, and treatment of dead bodies to mortuary rituals as well as their 
symbolic significance. However, in this thesis, not all death-related matters are dealt 
with in equal detail. I choose to discuss the general funerary scene that takes place in 
the city's funeral parlours and the intensive commercialization of funerary businesses 
since the 1980s. Three persistent themes of death management are also analyzed in 
separated chapters. They are the management of the dead body, the soul and death 
pollution. In the thesis, I also often use the phrase "funerary management". It is used 
particularly to mean the preparation work and arrangement of funeral matters. 
Anthropological Study of Death 
The study of the cult of death in anthropology has contributed much to our 
understanding of religion and human culture as a whole. Malinowski proclaimed that 
"Of all the sources of religions, the supreme and final crisis of l i f e ~ d e a t h i s of 
greatest importance" (Malinowski 1925: 46). Frazer (1911-1915) also asserted that 
the importance of religions lay in their attempt to transcend death by purposely 
reiterating the theme of fertility. Above all, death itself is what all religions try to deal 
with. 
While Malinowski stressed the psychological function of religious rituals in helping 
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people cope with the fear of death and anxiety in life, early social functionalists drew 
people's attention to the social aspects of religions. Durkheim, in his famous book 
The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1915), asserted that the god a society 
worships is a symbolic reflection of the society itself. By bringing the whole social 
group together at a time of loss, death rituals create a sense of solidarity in the 
society. 
Robert Hertz, a student of Durkheim, wrote an important essay, A Contribution to 
the Study of the Collective Representation of Death (1960 [1907]), to explicate both 
the social and symbolic aspects of death rituals. He focused on the common 
phenomenon of double funerals and made use of the symbolic meanings of flesh and 
bone to elaborate on the transitional and transformative nature of death cults. A 
person dies with the flesh wet part and is 'reborn' into a bonely dry part through 
which a new identity is attained. Within this process, the order of the society is also 
restored. To Hertz, death is not just a point in time, it goes through a transitional 
process in which the soul of the dead can only be tamed by a second burial. 
The structural transformation of identity through different stages of life cycle was 
explored more or less at the same time by the Dutch anthropologist Arnold van 
Germep. His discussion on the 'rites of passage' is well-known in anthropology. The 
theory of the rites of passage describes the three-phased stages of identity change 
which people undergo in their life cycle, such as puberty, marriage, and death. At 
these particular life turns, all rituals are marked by a rite of separation, liminality and 
reintegration. At the last stage, the old identity is abandoned while a new one is 
attained (van Geimep 1960 [1908]). Victor Turner (1967: 93-111) decades later 
focused upon van Gennep's concept of liminality and explored the dynamics of 
"between and betwixt" with a more structural approach. He expanded the idea of 
liminality into a concept of "communitas" in which people shared experiences of 
marginality and developed a common fellow-feeling (Turner 1969). 
Building upon the analyses of Hertz, Huntington and Metcalf (1979) directly 
addressed the notion of death denial. Death is denied through ceremonial rituals 
focused particularly on fertility and sexuality. Such theme was reiterated by Bloch 
and Parry in the edited book Death and the Regeneration of life (1982). To them, such 
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a theme of life out of death is central to many funerary systems. Bloch in his own 
essay on Merina funerals in Madagascar set a model for the interplay of the 
symbolism of pollution, sexuality, fertility and women, from which he found the 
local code for conquering sorrow, fear, and death itself (1982: 211-230). 
The Chinese death culture has interested a large number of scholars. Sinologist De 
Groot, at the turn of last century, recorded detailed ethnography of Chinese death 
rituals in six volumes, a total of 1425 pages (De Groot, 1892-1910). Though De 
Groot did not do much theoretical analysis, his voluminous account has provided 
later researchers with valuable ethnographic data. 
Maurice Freedman (1957, 1966), with a special interest in Chinese kinship and social 
organization, had elaborated on Chinese death rituals and their relationship to the 
kinship structure. In his description of Singapore Chinese funerals, he found that 
while comparing to the rites of marriage, "those of death seem, superficially at least, 
to display a great hardiness in their persistence from tradition to overseas [Chinese] 
society" (Freedman 1957: 189). However, within the transitional social framework, 
Freedman (1957: 225-226) also discovered that Chinese agnatic kinship had been 
reinterpreted and "vagueness about the mourning duties of those outside the circle of 
the most immediate relatives reflects the uncertainties of the wider kinship 
organization". Other anthropologists such as Emily Ahem (1973), James Watson 
(1982, 1988), and Arthur Wolf (1970), have all contributed to our understanding of 
Chinese death cults and their relationship to community life. 
All the above studies on death and funerals gave much insights to our understanding 
of different peoples and societies. However, I found them mainly focused on 
symbolic analyses of rituals which, though profound and interesting, were not 
sufficient in exploring the whole picture of death management. Symbolic analysis is 
particularly inadequate in probing into the socio-economic factors that often bring 
about great cultural changes during the process of urbanization. In the past few 
decades, Hong Kong has undergone a period of intensive urbanization. In this thesis, I 
use the idea of "death management" to explore both the symbolic concerns of death 
rituals and the social and economic situations that made changes to the way people 
handle death. 
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Anthropological studies of religion and death rituals in the Chinese field have induced 
an ongoing debate of the unity and diversity of Chinese culture. One question that 
concerned different scholars was what held this vast country together over a long 
period of time. Some Western scholars began to seek answers through the cultural 
unity of Chinese societies. Maurice Freedman (1974) asserted that Chinese religion, 
despite its many variations, should be seen as a unifying whole. He believed that 
Chinese religion shows an order of "ruling principles of ideas across a vast field of 
apparently heterogeneous beliefs, and ruling principles of form and organization in an 
equally enormous terrain of varied action and association" (Freedman 1974: 20). 
Other scholars stressed the differences in beliefs expressed by different groups of the 
society with different life experiences. Arthur Wolf (1974: 9), for example, wrote that 
"there must be a vast gulf between the religion of the elite and that of the peasantry". 
Stevan Harrell (1974: 193-206) was also convinced that Chinese religious orientation 
is highly individualistic and flexible. Robert Smith (1974: 340-341) commented on 
Freedman by saying, 
Indeed, Freedman suggests that a society like the Chinese, so differentiated by 
social status and power, will allow differences in beliefs and practices to 
complement one another, permitting religious similarity to be expressed as 
though it were religious difference. It seems to me equally likely that this 
society may instead have treated religious differences as though they were 
religious similarities. 
In the context of Chinese death rituals, James Watson shifted the problem a little but 
continued to stress unity. According to Watson, "the system (of Chinese religion) 
allows for a high degree of variation within an overarching structure of unity" 
(Watson 1988a: 16). The shift he made was that instead of arguing about the unity 
and diversity of religious practices and ideology, he confined himself to a materialistic 
structure of ritual unity. "If anything central to the creation and maintenance of a 
unified Chinese culture, it is the standardization of ritual" (Watson 1988a: 3). In the 
face of unstable and wide possibilities of interpretation of funerary rituals, James 
Watson abandoned the trouble of accounting for such variations, and asserted that the 
essence of Chinese mortuary rites lies in "a coherent package of actions, routines and 
performance" (1988a: 7-8), beneath which "the internal state of the participants, 
their personal beliefs and predispositions, are largely irrelevant" (1988a: 6). 
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Watson's argument of orthopraxy over orthodoxy aroused a strong counterthesis 
from historian Evelyn Rawski. Rawski (1988: 20) began her argument by saying that 
"anthropologists have made it their business to look closely at death ritual 
performance 'on the ground'; they rarely do diachronic analysis". She stressed that 
there has always been historical literary evidence of an ongoing central effort in 
regulating or unifying beliefs, and not just simply rituals. 
Theoretical Orientation 
It was against this background of anthropological understanding of death rituals and 
the particular debates of Chinese death cult and Chinese religion that I launched into 
my present research. In fact, the first question I encountered during the early days of 
my field research was "which kind of death rituals you want to study, the Cantonese, 
the Chiuchownese or the Hakkas...?" Many early informants also said that it would 
be very difficult to do such a research in such a short period of time since Chinese 
death rites are so complicated and varied, and every single village may have its own 
distinct cult. 
Confusion was added to the picture when taking into consideration that I was 
studying modem urban people who are supposed to have undergone the baptism of 
'modernization', and such process must have rendered them more secular and free 
from traditional religious bondage and customary affiliations. It was also depressing 
to find oneself in the midst of a deep blue sea of uncodifiable ritual variance and non-
religious or money-oriented interpretations of rituals bred within the intensified 
commercialization of funerary services. 
Trying to resolve the dichotomy of unity and diversity, Robert Weller (1987: 5) 
suggested a "more flexible and less traditional view of culture, which does not 
automatically associate a predetermined set of beliefs with a particular, bounded 
group". By studying the religious activities in Sanxia township in Taiwan, Weller 
discovered that there are always different styles of interpretation of beliefs. He 
argued, 
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that diverse social relations foster diverse styles of interpretation, and that all 
beliefs become open to reinterpretation when the institutions and other social 
experiences behind them change. The pressures toward unity in Chinese 
religion, however, are just as important, and just as grounded in social 
relations as those pressures toward diversity (Weller 1987: 167). 
The issue of unity and diversity is not a simple case. It depends on from which angle 
one views culture, "whether from the society as a whole or from different social 
groups with different social positions and relations" (Weller 1987: 5). 
Feuchtwang (1992), on the other hand, denoted the essence of Chineseness by the 
different levels of historical identification. To him, people of China lived through 
different classical traditions established by Buddhism, Taoism, Confiicianism as well 
as the imperial orthodoxy; but at the same time, a Chinese person also lived through 
all the familial obligations by attending life cycle cults which "entail another sense of 
history, another rhythm and division of time" (Feuchtwang 1992: 2). Moreover, 
regional particularities "will include local variants on regular, China-wide annual 
occasions...they also include days not celebrated elsewhere, or else shared only by 
fellow followers of the cult of a certain deity and its localities" (Feuchtwang 1992: 2). 
To Feuchtwang, a Chinese individual, in the course of a lifetime, is moving from one 
to another historical identification represented by a number of local, familial and 
classical traditions. Thus, by reading the popular traditions of the Chinese people as 
a dissenting history, diverging from the absolutist or the imperial sanctioned one, 
Feuchtwang has actually suggested the importance of adding to the totality of 
Chinese history the not so-well recorded but well represented local and popular 
rituals of the laymen. 
Culture as an Ongoing Process of Competition and Accommodation of 
Different Interpretations 
Nourished with the above insights, I decided to locate my study on a more dynamic 
frame of both history and culture. I am aware that like Freedman, many other 
scholars such as Granet ([1922]1975), Chan (1953), Yang (1967), and Saso (1990), 
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had tried to find some order out of the various traditions of Chinese religion. In fact, 
Feuchtwang (1991) has also written a painstaking article to explicate the argument of 
Freedman that a Chinese religion exists. However, to me, the more important notion 
of culture is not the static form of structure, nor one or more ruling principles. I see 
culture as an ongoing process of production and reproduction of meanings by 
different historical agencies. Culture (which includes religion and funerary culture) 
allows variant meanings to coexist and is an open arena for competition and 
negotiation of different traditions and interpretations. At different historical time and 
in different social conditions, both ritual practices and ideological interpretations can 
achieve a higher and lesser degree of unity and diversity. 
Holding this more dynamic view of culture, and anchoring it back to the dynamic 
history of China, I become more able to make sense out of the similarities and 
varieties of my data. In fact, the Chinese cultural process is often one of competing, 
intermixing and intra-adapting of the different systems of elite philosophies, state 
cults, religious classics and popular ritual improvisation and interpretations. At 
times, these differences may amount to rivalries (that is the ongoing tension between 
classical religious and popular traditions, or that between the elites and the laymen), 
and at other times, they may achieve greater degree of accommodation and tolerance. 
One example from my field was given by a Taoist priest who used to perform rituals 
in indigenous villages in Hong Kong. He said, "There is nothing called the proper way 
of performing (rituals). The most important thing is to make good relations with the 
old women and make them believe in us. If they are convinced that we know things, 
we may do whatever we want." The priest added that old women in villages are often 
the referees who judge the rights and wrongs of ritual proceedings, and more often 
than not Taoist priests have to listen to them. 
The priest's experience speaks a lot to me. Chinese religious traditions are never static 
but are subjected to negotiation and competition of different agents. In the field of 
religious practices and interpretations, the right ways to do things do not depend on 
who holds the ultimate truth or principle, but rather on who knows how to play a 
better game of monitoring the flexibilities of a situation and manoeuvring between 
human relationship. 
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I am convinced that different Chinese religious traditions were highly intermingled 
and intersecting, and at the same time constantly competing with each other. Chinese 
people have manifested a high capacity in accommodating different customs and 
ideas. Although as Rawski (1988) pointed out, the central state had been trying to 
control ideology through controlling rituals, rituals could still be open to local 
reinterpretations and ritual routine was often subjected to diversion and deflection for 
local improvization. Moreover, local Confucian elites were always skeptics and 
critics of popular rites and ideologies; popular religious practices would clash with 
orthodox Taoist traditions; Buddhist ideology often provided an alternative for 
interpreting life and the ideal of man, which was often picked up by those who were 
fed up with the Confucian orthodoxy. 
This also leads me to believe that the common labeling of pragmatism to Chinese 
religious practices and Chinese believers somehow has something to do with this 
particular coexistence of a number of traditions and the pattern of habitual negotiation 
and accommodation. Chinese religious traditions are accustomed to making 
compromise with and adaptation to each other which in turn allows different styles 
of 'truth' or different rhetorics of reasons to coexist. People select among different 
'truths' or move along different interpretations and meanings available out there in the 
cultural arena, and make them suit one's interests and needs at different time and in 
different situations. 
This pattern of cultural behaviour persists through the life experiences of Chinese 
people of the present days. Going back to the field of death management in urban 
Hong Kong, competition and accommodation does not only happen between 
different Chinese religious systems, but also between Chinese traditions and incoming 
western traditions such as Catholicism and Protestantism. Exacerbating the 
complexity of the scene is the fact that people today make meanings within a wider 
scope of globalized living context. Funerary rituals have different meanings to 
different people with different social experiences. 
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Cultural Agencies; Active and Passive Interpreters 
Noting the fluidity and superfluity of interpretations and reinterpretations of 
religious activities, Weller (1987: 158) distinguished three dimensions of 
interpretation: pragmatic/systematized, personified/impersonal, and active/passive. 
To him, the same religious concern can be "realized differently as people see them 
through different styles of interpretation embedded in different kinds of social 
relations" (Weller 1987: 158). Although he stressed that there is no simple dichotomy 
between literate and illiterate, he still saw some general differences between the styles 
of interpretation among religious specialists, elites and laymen. For example, elite and 
specialist traditions are more systemized. Elite's version of the god pantheon also 
tends to be more passive while Buddhist and Taoist intellectuals share some of the 
'magical' character of the popular tradition which deals with active and concrete 
beings (Weller 1987: 159). 
In the context of urban Hong Kong, I find it not easy to identify a different tendency 
of religious interpretation between elite or laymen. In fact, the difficulty lies more 
intrinsic in the boundaries of classes. Most of my informants are between the age of 
twenty to sixty and have acquired some education. I do not find a significant number 
of people who are really illiterate to make a contrast with the literate. People of 
different levels of education may not necessarily interpret funeral rituals differently, 
although I may add that younger people tend to adhere to traditions more loosely 
than older people. To classify different styles of religious interpretation between elite 
and laymen in the urban context, one must redefine the concept of the two categories 
and tackle with the more complex relationship of class structure and ideology 
formation, which is however out of the scope of my research. 
Noting the different interpretations of death rituals, I divide my informants into two 
categories: the active and the passive interpreters. Here I refer to active and passive 
with regard to the degree of initiative of individuals in trying to make sense out of 
their own ritual behaviour. 
The impulse that made me define these two groups came from the fact that many of 
the informants are actually complacent passive interpreters of rituals who do not 
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bother to understand the meanings of ritual details. Instead, they rationalize their own 
participation in ritual ceremonies by saying that they follow tradition or follow what 
others instruct them to do. I suspect this kind of passivity exists all through history, 
but such insouciant attitude often gets the least attention from researchers. In the 
modem urban context, with the influence of agnosticism, more and more people 
become ignorant of and less concerned about the meanings of funerary activities. 
• On the other hand, there are two types of active interpreters. There are those who 
take rituals more seriously and positively and believe in the magical power of rituals 
in helping the deceased. Contrarily, there are also active interpreters who renounce 
any magical power of the rituals or even insist that the soul or hell does not exist. 
Christians who adhere to a different belief system often carry an antagonistic attitude 
toward traditional Chinese death rituals. People with such active/negative 
interpretation of mortuary traditions may refuse to conform themselves. Diverse 
interpretations often occurred among members of the same family, which at times 
stayed in polite tolerance with each other, while at other times, led to open conflicts. 
Interplay of such activeness and passivity has been contributing to the persistence 
and disruption of culture. Culture is often preserved by a number of active/positive 
interpreters with the cooperation of a huge mass of passive interpreters. Disruption 
takes place now and then when active/negative interpretations gather force. 
In fact, the development of urban life has to a large extent restructured the 
environment of death management which has in turn shaped new forms of 
experiences. The purpose of using a more dynamic view of culture is to allow ample 
space for analysing and understanding diversified experiences and fluid attitudes 
within such an urban death management climate. People's interpretations of death and 
death management are not only influenced by their general religious attitudes, but also 
by the experiences generated in the actual process of death management in the space 
of funeral parlours, death registration offices, or during the time of commercial 
interaction with funerary salespeople. People who usually hold a secular worldview 
may, at time of death, allow themselves to be geared to the more mystical realm of 
religious aspiration. Some may 'suddenly' become active and challenge the traditions 
because of economic reasons. Thus the meanings of death management is 
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continuously produced and reproduced by the total embodiment of different 
individuals' dispositions, attitudes and their past as well as current experiences. 
Scope of study 
As this research tackles death and funerals in a contemporary urban society, I am 
aware of the abundant contemporary studies on modern death rituals and death 
management of other urban societies. Commercialization of the death businesses is 
one area that concerns different death studies. Jessica Mitford (1963), for example, 
ridiculed severely the profiteering nature of the American post-mortem commercial 
sector. Suzuki (1998) in her doctoral dissertation stated that the consumption of 
commercial funerary services has helped to achieve cultural homogeneity. This 
research also looks into the commercialization of Hong Kong urban funerals and 
analyses how commercial funerary packages contribute to the homogenization of 
death management. 
Other studies have also been sensitive to the different changes in modem death 
management. Aries (1981) traced the changes of the manner of dying in Western 
societies and was scornful of people's 'death-denying' attitude. Prior (1989) analysed 
the medicalization of death in Belfast and explored how different social discourses 
and organizations help people manage death. Davis (1996) and Howarth (1996) both 
studied death in the United Kingdom. Davis treated rhetorics on death as human's 
adaptation to death while Howarth concentrated on the work of modem funeral 
directors and used dramaturgy as his analytical tool to weave the different roles and 
power relationship of deathworkers and mourners. Seale (1998) also made an account 
of institutional management of death and argued that rather than denying death, there 
are many institutional social responses to death which help to maintain social bond in 
the face of death. 
In Hong Kong, urbanization and medicalization of death also affect the way people 
treat death. The past few decades have witnessed the increasingly important role 
played by funerary professionals. I shall analyse how people become dependent on 
these professionals and describe the actual process of interaction between the 
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professionals and the mourners. 
Perhaps one question should be asked, when does management of death begin? Death 
management does not begin, as many may assume, when death occurs; it happens 
well before it. Many societies prepare for the death of old people with different 
rituals. In traditional Chinese society, the old people and their families begin to 
handle pending deaths by making the old clothes and coffins. Rites also take place 
when the dying lies gravely ill in bed (De Groot, 1892-1910; Hase, 1984). 
Today, few families do such pre-death preparation. Familial rites of treating dying 
people cannot be implemented with the hospitalization of the dying. As some of the 
above literature and many more other studies have shown, modern people are 
subjected to modem death rituals and a large part of such performances have been 
shifted from the family to institutional staff such as nurses, doctors, coroners, and 
funerary workers. Modem pre-death and post-death bereavement services have also 
become a new form of death rituals and discourses. 
This study will be conscious of the secular changes in modem death management, but 
it does not study how Hong Kong people today prepare for deaths. In fact, with the 
breaking down of extended family into nuclear units, the ways old people live have 
changed a lot. A more meaningful research on pre-death management should be linked 
to the management of old age in the society at large, which cannot be dealt with 
sufficiently in this study. 
From the very beginning, I have also ruled out the possibilities of dealing with 
bereavement in the modem medical-psychological sense. Though certain medical and 
social work institutions have been providing bereavement and hospice services for 
mourning and dying people, these services are not yet very popular in Hong Kong. In 
fact, classical anthropology has been talking about death and mourning rituals as part 
of the communities' 'bereavement' procedures, in which the sense of loss (of a family 
or communal member) and the fear of death is replaced by the sense of social 
solidarity and a confirmation of life. 
With increasing agnostic and secular attitudes, religious rituals may not be as effective 
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as before in tackling the senses of loss or the threat of death. In small lineage 
communities, death rituals are more articulated with the collective communal effort in 
managing death, which helps the mourning family in passing the hard time of death. 
In the city, the burden of death management falls mainly upon the immediate family. 
This thesis will discuss changes in the manner of death management and people's 
changing attitudes towards death rituals. But it will not deal with the question of how 
individuals or different families cope with grief and loneliness in the modem 
bereavement sense. 
The main scope of this study is from the immediate aftermath of death until the 
accomplishment of the funeral. It follows how people interact with fonerary 
salespeople and what happens during the period of funeral. Such process is one of 
three planes: the mourning family is engaged in secular chores, commercial 
consumption as well as religious ritual activities. Supplied with the above dynamic 
view of culture, I will analyse how meanings are produced and experiences shaped 
within this new environment of death management. 
Methodology 
Before I formally started my fieldwork in the funeral parlours in the summer of 1999, 
I had done some preliminary research and observation work in a local famous Taoist 
Temple, the Ching Chung Koon (青松觀）where post-funeral rituals are often held. 
There, I gained experience in talking to both ritual specialists as well as mourning 
families. As part of the preliminary research, I also observed a few funerals in non-
urban areas,' which I believed would provide good material for comparison with the 
urban death research. In early February, 1999,1 began to make contacts with funeral 
parlours. I got a fair chance of luck; of the two funeral parlours I formally contacted, 
one refused my request of doing observation in its premise while the other accepted 
my request for interviews and observation. 
The most tedious part of the archival research was done in the first half of the year 
‘ I observed one funeral in Cheung Chau Island and a few in a Hakka Village in Tai Po. 
13 
1999, during which time I had access to the oldest Cremation Record Book stored in 
the Kowloon Cemetery and Cremation Office. Other library and archival research 
was also done to substantiate my knowledge about old Hong Kong urban life and the 
funerals. However, it should be stressed that written material on urban funerals and 
death management is fairly scarce. 
Intensive fieldwork started from July, 1999. I conducted my fieldwork in the Hong 
Kong Funeral Parlour, the oldest and one of the most popular funeral homes in Hong 
Kong. From here that I got to know many more funerary workers such as coffin 
shops salespeople and ritual specialists. Before long, I began to go to other funeral 
parlours to observe funerals even without formal requests or permission since I found 
that no one really cared to bother about a quiet observer in the funeral home. Most of 
the observations were done in the Hong Kong Funeral Parlour, the Universal Funeral 
Parlour and the Po Fook Memorial House (they were situated in Hong Kong Island, 
Kowloon and the New Territories respectively). 
I visited funeral parlours either according to my own planning or by the invitation of 
some professional informants to observe the funerals they handled. During this 
period, I observed and talked to people in mourning with open questions to get a 
general view of their attitudes towards death management and funeral rituals. 
However, I must admit that most of the people that I approached and found more 
easy to talk to were the younger generation, that is people under sixty. 
During this period, I became 'used' to the atmosphere of death management within the 
space of funeral parlours. This helps me capture the spatial symbolic features of such 
environment which I will discuss in the next chapter. While I was often at the funeral 
homes during the evening, I also made use of the daytime to go to such places as the 
public and hospital mortuaries, death registration offices, cemeteries and temples. 
With such observations, I feel more equipped in capturing a more complete view of 
death management. 
It was at the death registration offices where I had the chance to come across families 
which were about to arrange funerary matters. I was lucky to be allowed by some of 
them to follow the families to the coffin shops and funeral parlours to participate as 
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an observer in their discussion with the funerary salespeople. I had more chances to 
observe such discussions between mourning families and funerary salespeople when I 
became more familiar with some funerary informants who allowed me to visit them 
every now and then. Observing how people actually discussed funerary arrangements 
is very important for grasping a fuller picture of death management. The questions 
they asked, the things they were concerned about, and the sentiments they expressed 
are all good indicators for analysing the meanings of death management. Casual 
conversation and formal interviews with the professionals also supplied me with 
much information on people's behaviour and attitudes. 
The first problem I encountered in the research is about historical facts. Owing to the 
lack of written material, I depended much on the personal experiences and knowledge 
of older people, particularly the older generation of funerary professionals, to help 
me recapture the urban funeral scene in the 1960s and 1970s. However, memory is 
not always reliable, and people usually do not remember the exact time of events and 
changes. I have been particularly frustrated in finding historical facts. 'When was 
something built or demolished' is the type of questions easy to ask but not easy to 
answer. I could only come to terms with this by persuading myself that things are 
often missed and lost in history. In cases of conflicting memories, the best I could do 
was to check double, triple or multiple times with more informants. 
One question I was asked during my research was which part of Hong Kong I am 
studying. Used to picking a small community as a research field, many 
anthropologists are conscious of defining a confined field site that they go to. I did 
not confine myself to a particular funeral parlour nor distinguished people as coming 
from Wong Tai Sin or Shum Shui Po. There is no evidence that people living in 
different districts of Hong Kong have different ways of handling death. In this 
research, I guided myself with an opaque concept of common people and ordinary 
families in the Hong Kong community with which I found certain common death 
culture. I deliberately ignored the funerals of the socially distinct which usually 
manifested more complicated funeral proceedings and elaborate rituals. 
During the whole research period, I observed funerals in funeral parlours for a total of 
thirty three days. In addition, I targeted six families for more detailed observation and 
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interviews. My fieldwork was accomplished by February, 2000. In this thesis, 
Cantonese is used for local terms which are romanized according to the Sidney Lau 
system. Names of places and institutions are romanized according to the way they 
are used locally. All names of persons used in the thesis are pseudonyms. When 
dollars are quoted, they are Hong Kong dollars unless otherwise stated. The exchange 
rate of Hong Kong dollars and US dollars is fixed at HK$7.8 = US$1. 
Arrangement of Chapters 
The following chapters of this thesis can be seen as both independent and inter-
related. Each chapter has a main theme of its own and at the same time helps to build 
the concept of culture mentioned above. Chapter two traces the major changes of 
death management in the last few decades and describes how funerals are conducted 
in today's funeral parlours. Chapter three is about the commercialization of funerary 
services and highlights the distinct features of funerary package services. 
Chapter four analyses the popularization of cremation and the change in the 
treatment of the dead body. Chapter five describes how death rituals are conducted to 
help the soul and discusses the various meanings of the rituals. Chapter six deals with 
the management of death pollution. In the concluding chapter, I summarize the 
different aspects that lead to cultural changes and persistence. 
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Chapter 2 
Funeral History and Funerals Today 
Today, Hong Kong people are used to the fact that funerals have to be held in funeral 
parlours. However, some decades ago, it was not the rule. This chapter maps the 
geographical change of the death space. I argue that since the 1970s, the social space 
for death management has been narrowed from a wider scope of home, streets and 
different funeral places into the limited space of commercial funeral parlours. This 
compression of the funerary spatiality was accompanied by the shortening of the 
mourning period from a few weeks to two days. Such a new frame of time and space 
has marked a new phase of funerary culture in Hong Kong. 
Mapping the Death Space 
Before the 1970s, it was still common for people to die at home and to have the 
funeral rituals conducted at home or in open area nearby home. According to some 
old funerary workers, in the sixties and early seventies, rich families held elaborate 
funerals for a few days either at home or in the funeral parlours, while the poor 
conducted simple rituals at roadside or in funeral pavilions. Some old informants also 
talked about how well-off families in the old days built temporary bamboo 
scaffoldings to move colossal coffins into home through the balconies (see figure 1). 
This practice, however, had probably come to an end in the mid 1950s (Wilson 1960: 
117). However, seeing mourning families attired in mourning clothes marching off 
their home to the streets and burning incense and mock paper money at the roadside 
was a common social scene until the late sixties. Elaborate funeral rituals and 
processions of rich families also impressed many urban dwellers and created 
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widespread stories of the affluence of such families'. 
Funeral processions 
When I asked the professionals about how old time funerals were like, they tended to 
stress the lavishness and flamboyance of rich families' funerals and funeral 
processions. One funerary salesman who has been working in a funeral home for 
more than forty years said, 
"People in the old days died proudly (ho ba bai,好巴閉）.Their funerals were 
very elaborate and could be held for a few days to weeks. Chinese people like 
the idea of auspicious funeral and elaborate burial (fung gwong daaijong,風光 
大葬).As a colloquial saying says: dead people aspire for funeral processions 
(sei yan mong chut song,死人望出喪).In those days, funeral processions 
were full of grand Chinese and Western bands, paper gods, and all sorts of 
funerary decoration, and were attended by hundreds of people. All proceeded 
along the road for a whole day. Even the police came to guard their way." 
Funerals in Chinese communities was a time to show off the social positions and 
wealth of the mourning families (Hsu 1949: 154). Funeral procession was a particular 
expressive way for urban Hong Kong families to show their social status. An old 
hearse driver of Hong Kong Funeral Parlour told me that funeral processions 
sometimes went all the way to the cemetery on foot. However, most of the time, 
people just walked for a certain distance and then got on rented cars arranged by the 
funeral parlour. Processions moved along the streets like festive ceremonies, showing 
off the pride of the deceased and the families (see figure 2). 
Before 1967�funeral processions did not need any approval from the government. 
Some distinguished families could even 'employ' traffic policemen to guard the 
procession and clear off obstacles along the way. However, after the 1967 riots, 
funeral processions needed to be approved by the police and the route and time of a 
procession had to be registered beforehand. Processions gradually disappeared in the 
‘One story told by a seventy-year-old funerary worker was about an entrepreneur family holding 
funeral rituals at a temporary construction in an open area in North Point. The place was the family's 
private land. In order to attract more people to come to pay respect to the deceased, the family 
distributed red packets of one dollar to those who offered incense to the dead. The informant giggled, 
"I offered them a pack of mock paper worth ten cents, and got back one dollar!" 
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late 1960s because of tighter road order and sound control. 
Funeral processions, though remarkable, was only one distinct feature of the funerals 
of the rich. For a large part of the grassroot population, especially those living in the 
urban slum areas, funerals were done in a frugal manner and cost was kept as low as 
possible. Many families just managed to buy coffins from undertakers who in turn 
helped to transport the dead to the burial sites without holding any funeral rituals. In 
fact, the above description made by the funerary salesman is a stereotyped way of 
telling old time stories in a good-old-day tone. Although lavish funerals were often 
the most remarkable and impressive, they did not represent the general ways of 
managing death of the society at large. 
Funeral pavilions 
Funeral pavilions were simple covered structures built by The Tung Wah Group ^  in 
early colonial days to facilitate the general public to hold simple funeral rituals. They 
were mainly used by people of the lower-strata who found no appropriate places for 
bidding farewell to the deceased. The Tung Wah Group had its first pavilion, Yat Pit 
Ting (一別亭）established in 1918 in Kennedy Town. Similar pavilions were built at 
other places on HK Island and in Kowloon near the Tung Wah Group's cemeteries). 
However, all the Group's funeral pavilions were eventually torn down by 1951 when 
the government ordered the group to close all its cemeteries. 
In Kowloon, a public funeral pavilion called Wing Pit TY/ig (永別亭）was operated by 
the government until the mid seventies. I could not find any information about when 
it was built, but I suspect it was established by the government after the abolition of 
all the Tung Wah Group's pavilions. Wing Pit Ting, situated at the site of today's 
Polytechnic University in Hung Horn, was a two-block funerary construction 
-The Tung Wah Group was a local elite charity organization which worked closely with the colonial 
government in managing social work and public need. See Elizabeth Sinn's Power and Charity : The 
Early History of the Tung Wah Hospital (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1989) for more 
information. 
Detailed information of the Tung Wah Group's cemeteries were recorded in One Hundred Years of 
the Tung Wah Group of Hospitals. 1870-1970, ed. Board of Directors, 1970-1971, Hong Kong 
(pp218-232). In chapter 4’ I will discuss more about the group's role in Hong Kong death 
management in early colonial days. 
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catering for two families' funerals each time. 
In the 1960s and 1970s, many families could only afford to bury deceased family 
members at the public cemetery at Wo Hop Shek in Fanling of the New Territories. 
Wo Hop Shek was far away from the city and the rail service by then was only for 
transporting goods. Therefore, after the foneral rituals, most mourning families left 
the bodies of the deceased at the Tsim Sha Tsui railway terminal next to the Wing Pit 
pavilion. They made use of the public repository service to transport the dead to the 
burial site and let public workers bury the corpses. According to Wilson (1960: 122) 
the fee of such repository cargo service with burial was $5 or $15 with respect to the 
size of the coffins and the burial section. Families who wanted to witness the burial 
had to hire private vehicles or travel in mini-buses. A funerary salesman said that the 
inconvenience of commuting discouraged most families from accompanying the 
deceased to the burial site. 
After the demolition of Wing Pit Ting in the mid 1970s, the government built a public 
ftineral parlour in 1979 in Hung Horn to provide low-cost funerary service for the 
general public. It was called Hung Horn Public Funeral Hall and contained eighteen 
memorial halls for conducting rituals. The price of renting these memorial halls was 
much cheaper than that of the commercial funeral parlours. For those employing 
cremation, the fee for renting small and big halls were fifty and a hundred dollars 
respectively. For those who chose burial, the prices doubled^ It was an official 
policy to encourage cremation and discourage burial. Cremation will be further 
discussed in chapter four. 
Former workers of the public funeral parlour said that in the first year of its 
operation, the public response was quite good and the funeral halls were often fully-
booked. However once when the Tung Wah Group's International Funeral Parlour 
was opened by its side, the halls' rent-out rate dropped tremendously. Finally, due to 
a great loss of public revenue, it was closed on the first of July, 1983. 
4 Such information is referred from an old booklet named "A Simple guide on the facilities provided 
in the Urban Council Hung Horn Public Funeral Hall at Winslow Street, Kowloon", issued by the 
government. No publication date is shown on the booklet which I acquired from the Kowloon 
Cemeteries and Crematoria Office in July, 1999. 
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There are various reasons for the failure of the public funeral parlour. Some workers 
claimed that holding funerals in a government subsidized place was deemed by many 
people as miserable and the families concerned would lose face. Moreover, when 
compared to the International Funeral Parlour which also provided low-cost funerary 
services at that time, the official service appeared less flexible. Workers of the public 
funeral parlour were government staff and were not allowed to accept any tips. It 
posed a conflict to Chinese traditional practice of giving out red packets to funeral 
helpers. People felt odd and inauspicious when the workers refused to take such red 
packets. 
Some coffin shop salespeople claimed that it was the bureaucratic rules that made 
people feel inconvenient and uneasy. For example, the funeral parlour set regulations 
that required the immediate family members or spouse of the deceased to go in 
person to reserve the funerary halls. Apart from renting halls, it did not provide 
services of selling coffins or employing ritual specialists. 
In 1985, under the request of the Association of Undertakers, the government 
reopened three of the eighteen funeral halls for public use. They are still in use today. 
However, their usage is low. Other halls have been reused as government offices. 
Workers there said that the three funeral halls are more frequently booked during the 
end of a year when most of the other private funeral parlours are fully reserved. 
According to funerary workers, winter (from November to February) is always the 
peak season of the death businesses. 
It was also a common practice for poor families to conduct low-cost funeral rituals at 
the backdoors of public hospitals. At such spots, tables were available for families to 
place incense burners for the conduction of simple farewell rituals before sending the 
deceased off to the crematorium or cemetery. An undertaker said that at the site of 
today's Kwong Wah Hospital in Yau Ma Tei, Kowloon, there was also a funeral hall 
subsidized by the Tung Wah Group. It was in use until the early seventies and had 
performed similar function as the Hung Horn Funeral Pavilion. 
Today, one can still see people conducting simple funeral rituals at the backdoors of 
hospitals. However, this way of managing death is no longer limited to poor families. 
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For those who do not want to waist time on funerary management, such way of 
managing death is most time-saving. I observed a middle-class family holding simple 
Catholic farewell rituals for the deceased father. The rites of prayers and bows did 
not take more than ten minutes. At the crematorium, the family, joined by some more 
relatives, made use of the crematorium's ritual hall to sing and pray, which again did 
not last for more than fifteen minutes. In this case, claiming the body of the deceased 
from the hospital, making-up and dressing for the deceased, holding the simple 
rituals, and cremating the dead were all done in a few hours' time. 
Commercial funeral parlours 
The history of commercial funeral parlours in Hong Kong is not long. In 1951, Siu 
Ming, then a coffin seller, opened the Hong Kong Funeral Parlour in Wanchai. It was 
the first private funeral parlour which served the local population for holding 
funerals^ A few years later, the International Funeral Parlour was opened by a 
business consortium in Wanchai to compete with Siu. In the mid 1960s, both funeral 
parlours moved to North Point since Wanchai was under immense urban 
development and there was a great demand for land. The Hong Kong Funeral Parlour 
remains at North Point until the present day. The International Funeral Parlour, 
however, was soon squeezed out of business and the consortium sold its license to 
Siu. In the 1970s, Siu donated this second license to the Tung Wah Hospital Group 
which built its own funeral parlours in Hung Horn as well as in Diamond Hill. Its 
Diamond Hill Funeral Parlour was opened in 1978 while the new International 
Funeral Parlour was opened in 1980 in Hung Horn . Before this, there were already 
two more funeral homes established. They were the Kowloon Funeral Parlour opened 
in 1960 (Siu was also one of the bosses) in Tai Kok Tsui, and the Universal Funeral 
Parlour opened in 1977 in Hung Horn. The Po FooA: Memorial House (寶福紀念館） 
was opened in 1996 in Tai Wai. 
Since the late 1970s, with a general economic growth, Hong Kong people have been 
gradually accustomed to conducting funerals in commercial funeral parlours. In fact, a 
peculiar feature of the present-day Hong Kong funerary scene is the intensive 
5 Siu bought his undertaker license from an Englishman who operated a funeral home for foreign 
population at the time. 
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funerary activities that take place in these commercial funeral parlours. As a funeral 
home manager once described, funeral homes in Hong Kong are like factories 
massively producing funerals. Of the thirty thousand deaths in Hong Kong per year, 
more than twenty seven thousand funerals are held in funeral parlours (see Appendix 
I). Among the six funeral parlours, the Universal Funeral Parlour is the most popular 
one and holds an average of more than seven hundred funerals a month6. On the other 
hand, the Hong Kong Funeral Parlour is famous for holding funerals of the socially 
distinct and the rich. It is also nicknamed by people as The Grand Hotel for the 
deceased. 
All funeral parlours provide big funeral halls which can accommodate a few hundred 
people and smaller-sized funeral rooms which hold thirty to fifty people. On one 
floor, five to six funerals are often held side by side to each other. Because of the 
small space of the funeral rooms, visitors have to take seats in the corridor outside of 
the funeral rooms. Thus it is common to see hordes of mourners and visitors crowded 
in the narrow corridors of each floor (see figure 3). Chatting and joking of the 
mourners and visitors orchestrate with the clamorous Chinese ritual music pouring 
out from the funeral rooms. Smoke from cigarettes and burning incense adds to the 
choking atmosphere of the congested space. 
Chinese-style (中式）and Western-style (西式）Funerals 
According to funerary workers, funerals today are distinguished into Chinese-style 
(中式）and Western style (西式).Chinese-style funerals are conducted with Chinese 
funerary rites while Western-style funerals mean Christian funerals. No matter how 
little resemblance one may find between such "Western-style" funerals with those 
conducted in Western countries, the term "Western-style" is generally used by the 
funerary professionals. In fact, one thing peculiar about Hong Kong's use of the term 
"Western" is that many things that Hong Kong people call "Western" may not 
appear to people in the west as Western at all. And the term Western is in itself too 
vague to convey any precise meaning, given the range of differences between the 
6 The Universal Funeral Parlour held 9,272 funeral services in 1999 (source: Universal Funeral 
Parlour). 
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many European and North American cultures and societies. But in Hong Kong, the 
term "Western-style funerals" specifically points to the Christian funerals. 
Juxtaposition of both Chinese-style and Western-style funerals in the limited space 
of funeral homes has constituted a unique funerary scene in Hong Kong. Funerals 
presided by Taoist ritual bands are conducted side by side with funerals in which 
people pray to the Christian god. In one room, people cherish the vehement and 
noisy atmosphere, while in the next room, people yearn for peace and silence. 
Both the Chinese-style and Western-style funerals have their own standardized 
funerary decoration and ritual sequences. Just by looking at the decoration of the 
funeral altar, one can tell what kind of funeral will proceed (see table 1). 
Most Chinese-style and Western-style funerals are conducted in a two-day format. 
After the families pick a day for burial or cremation, the funerary salespeople will 
automatically assign the day before for holding vigil and reserve a funeral hall or room 
for the mourning families for those two days?. In other words, in the two-day funeral, 
the first day is set for the vigil rite and the second day for encoffining (大檢）and 
farewell (出續).Funerary workers also confirmed that most families nowadays 
remove mourning immediately after the funerals at the crematorium or cemetery. 
Relatives and friends mostly attend the funerals on the vigil night instead of on the 
day of farewell. They go to the funeral hall after work and stay for a while to chat or 
offer condolences. On the day of farewell, the ritual usually lasts for only one hour 
in the funeral hall and is participated mainly by family members and the closest 
relatives. Thus, the rites of the farewell day have somehow become private rituals 
that involve mostly the immediate family. 
Altar decoration 
Mourning families usually arrive at the funeral hall or room they reserve at around 
three or four. If there are no special requirements from the family, upon their arrival, 
7 Although the two-day funeral has been accepted as the standard ftineral format, some well-off 
families or those of social importance may rent a funeral hall for three to five days to give ample time 
for people to pay their respects. 
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Table 1: 
A Comparison of the Chinese-stvle and Westem-stvle funeral 
Chinese-style Western-style 
Altar D e c o r a t i o n f u k sau chuen gwai (福壽全歸） Protestant: 一 
tung sat ying choi (痛失英才） jue waai on sik (主懷安息） 
yamyungyuenjoi (音容苑在） Catholic: 
wan gwai tin gwok 
(魂歸天國） 
Three big sticks of incense and two Two white candles and a 
red candles (for those who die at metal cross, 
age under sixty, white candles are 
used). 
A big photo of the deceased A big photo of the deceased 
(14xl2inches) (14xl2inches) 
Mourning Attire Varies according to relationship No variation: all dressed in 
with the deceased. black robes. 
Mourners Kneel on mats beside altar. Stand beside altar. 
Ritual offerings Food: longevity buns, chess cakes, No food offerings. 
saam saang (chicken, pork, pig 
head) and fresh fruit (apples and 
oranges). 
A basic set of paper objects， Wreaths, 
mourning blankets (祭帳）and 
wreaths.  
Ritual SpecialistsTaoist priests, Buddhist nuns or Catholic priests, Protestant 
monks. ministers or church 
representatives.  
Ritual Participation Only by immediate family members All participants pray and 
and very close relatives. sing.  
Rite of gat yi Distributed to all visitors. Distributed to all visitors. 
(吉儀) _J  
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the halls or rooms would have already been decorated by the funeral home staff with 
head wordings in standardized forms. The funeral altar is dotted with flowers and at 
the center of which a big black and white photo of the deceased is placed. 
Above a Chinese-style altar (see figure 4), head wordings differ according to the 
deceased's age and gender. For old people who die above the age of sixty, regardless 
of the sex, the most popular phrase used is fuk sau chuen gwai 0畐壽全If^ ), which 
means decease after enjoying good life and longevity. For men die under the age of 
sixty, the phrase commonly used is tung sat ying choi (痛失英才)，meaning to moum 
for the loss of a genius. For young women, yam yung yuen joi (音容宛在)is used. It 
means that the face and the voice of the deceased seem still present. Other phrases 
commonly employed include wong saang gik lok (往生極樂)，going to the paradise 
afterlife, or yi faan cheung chuen (壹恣範長存)，the good deeds of the deceased last 
forever. 
Apart from wreaths, children have to offer a piece of mourning scroll, 7a/ man (祭文） 
for the deceased parents. It is actually a standardized white cloth with four written 
words. For a deceased mother, the cloth is written with kui lo mei bo (幼勞未津艮)， 
meaning not yet reward the mother's hard work. For a deceased father, the words are 
ho tin mong (昊 極)，meaning the gratitude the children owe to the father is as 
big as heaven. 
A Western-style funeral altar is also decorated with flowers. However, the head 
wordings are different. For a Protestant altar, jue waai on sik (主懷安息）is used 
where as for a Catholic altar, wan gwai tin gwok (魂If 天國）is used. There is also a 
pair of couplets hanging by the two sides of the altar, stating saang ming joi ngoh, 
fuk woot joi ngoh (生命在我，復〉、舌在我），which means both life and resurrection 
depend on me (this is understood to mean God). On both altars, a big cross will be 
placed in front of the deceased's photo. 
On Christian altars, there is no food offerings. But on a Chinese altar, food offerings 
are abundant. The standard set of food offerings includes a bowl of rice with a cooked 
duck egg placed above the rice, three cups of rice wine, longevity buns (壽包)， 
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Chinese chess cakes (棋子餅)，fresh fruits (mostly oranges and apples), and a set of 
saam saang (三牲)：cooked pig head, pork and chicken (see figure 5). In front of the 
photo, three big sticks of incense will be burnt during the whole process of ritual 
performance. For those who die young (under the age of sixty), two white candles are 
burnt besides the three big incense. Otherwise, red candles are used. All Christian 
altars bum white candles. 
Mourning attire 
Today, mourning attire is also standardized. Mourning families will be advised by 
funerary salespeople to come to the funeral home dressing in plain color or white 
undergarment. Most people wear white shirt, white trousers and white cloth shoes 
without shoelaces^ , People holding Christian funerals usually wear black clothes. 
Upon arrival at the funeral hall, people are helped by the rite managers to put on the 
mourning garb. 
Chinese mourning dressing reflects the relationship of the mourners to the deceased. 
However, it also involves complicated rules that often create argument and doubts. 
As Freedman (1957: 209) pointed out, "Mourning is an obligation from junior to 
senior. Wives mourn for husbands; husbands do not moum for wives. Children 
mourn for parents; parents do not moum for children". The central mourning 
obligation is from children to parents, their mourning grade is also clear; beyond this, 
uncertainties of who should wear what multiply. 
Arthur Wolf (1970) has also written about the great potentials for arguments among 
mourners about the right way to dress mourning clothes. But one key point he 
noticed in the rule of mourning dressing is the use of the red color. Since dressing in 
mourning clothes symbolizes taking up pollution, the red color is thought to have 
prophylactic powers and is used to protect mourners of another line of descent. 
Today, the mourning costume is basically combined by three materials: the brownish 
8 According to some funerary workers, mourning people should avoid putting on clothes that have 
buttons and shoes that have shoelaces. Buttons and shoelaces symbolize unresolved problems between 
the living and the deceased. 
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hemp cover, unbleached muslin robe, white calico robe; with the hemp symbolizing 
the deepest mourning grade and the other two a lesser degree. The most basic 
mourning obligation still lies in the children of the deceased. They wear unbleached 
muslin (扣布）robes with a hemp (麻）cover to show the deepest mourning duty. The 
mourning dressing of other kins are, however, simplified. 
Grandsons and daughters dress with only muslin waist band with muslin head bands 
(for males) and muslin veils (for females). Son-in-laws wear white calico (白洋布） 
robes with white calico head bands. But daughters-in-laws, regarded as of the same 
descental family, should dress in the same way as the children. Younger brothers and 
sisters and wives of the deceased should also wear the mourning clothes of the 
deepest mourning grade. However, if they are above the age of sixty, they do not 
wear any mourning attire or simply put on a white waist band. All other junior close 
relatives either wear white calico waist bands or wear no mourning dress at all • 
The red patches mentioned by Wolf are now replaced by red-dot stickers. As I 
observed, all mourners other than the children stick one to their mourning clothes. 
Other colors like the blue patches used traditionally for the grandchildren are now 
omitted. In fact, mourning families nowadays are guided by the funerary salespeople 
or the rite managers to dress the mourning costume. Most of them do not raise any 
queries against such guidance. They wear what the professionals provide for them 
and guide them to put on. Some ethnic groups such as the Chiuchow or Hokkien 
people have distinct features^ in their mourning dress. 
Christian mourners use homogeneous black mourning robes created around fifteen 
years ago. Before this, there was a one-piece black robe made in Chinese cheung 
saam (長衫)style with a number of buttons attached to the side of the left chest. It 
was rented to mourning families and had to be recollected and washed for reuse. The 
present black mourning robe was designed for a one-time use. It is a replica of the 
calico robe of the Chinese mourning costume, only changed from white to black. All 
Christian mourners, irrespective of their relationship to the deceased, dress in the 
9 For the Chiuchow people, the mourning veils of female mourners and head bands of males are made 
from hemp. All of them tie small colorful rice bags on the waist. In a few Hokkien funerals I 
observed, mourners wore blue or red patches on arms or at the back. 
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same type of robe. 
The original cheung saam black robe is still used today, but is not limited to Western 
funerals. It is used by families who want distinguished styles. Such robe costs two 
hundred dollars while the popular black robe costs twenty to twenty five only. A 
Chinese mourning set costs around thirty to forty dollars. 
Although funerals are distinguished into two forms, it is not rare to see Chinese and 
Western elements mixed within one funeral. For example, Christian members of 
families using Chinese funeral rites may dress in black mourning robes while other 
members dress in hempen and white cloth robes. One case I saw in last summer was 
of a family conducting a Christian funeral for the deceased mother. Mourners dressed 
in Chinese white mourning garb and knelt beside the altar. Such act led to an 
unexpected furious response from the church woman who accused the chief mourner 
of doing very wrong things^ *^  . The argument between the chief mourner, the church 
woman and the rite manager did not end until the woman left in an unsettled mood. 
The chief mourner said to me that though the family has been converted, family 
members wanted to follow tradition in some way. Dressing in white mourning clothes 
and kneeling were what the family did when their grandmother and grandfather died. 
It was also a way to show filial piety. This is a good example showing the 
competition between different belief systems in interpreting the proper ways of 
death management. 
Some rite managers told me that there were cases of people performing Christian 
rituals in the first half of the ritual time and then replaced the cross on the altar with 
incense burner after the Christian priests had left. Some families on the other hand 
conducted the rite of the wake in Christian style and employed a Taoist priest to 
perform the rite of encoffining and water-buying on the day of farewell. 
The vigil,守夜 
When the mourning family arrives at the funeral hall or funeral room, they are helped 
To many Christians, the dressing of Chinese mourning clothes and kneeling symbolize 
worshipping spirits and devils. 
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by the tong gwoon (堂倌)，rite manager, to put on the mourning clothes. The rite 
manager is a new feature of the funeral emerged in the last ten to fifteen years. His 
main role is to guide the mourners through the proceedings of the funeral. Before tong 
gwoons were commonly employed, it was often senior relatives who performed such 
job. After dressing up, members of the family begin to arrange paper money and fold 
gold and silver papers (joss papers) while others prepare the gat yis (吉儀）which 
will be given out to guests who attend the funeral The rite of gat yis will be discussed 
in chapter six. 
While the family is arranging such things, a priest arrives to write the wong bong (黃 
揞）for the dead. It is a yellow form for recording the deceased's name and the route 
of reincarnation". The Taoist priest can predict the path of reincarnation of the dead 
by taking into consideration the deceased's time of birth and death. However, if the 
dead is going to reincarnate into an animal or remain a ghost, many priests do not 
write it down so as not to depress the family. The priest is also responsible for 
telling the family when the soul of the dead returns home. The Chinese calls it wooi 
wan (回魂).On such day, the family has to prepare a meal for the soul who is said to 
be accompanied by two nether police officers (鬼差）back to its own home for the 
last meal before it undergoes interrogation in hell. According to some Taoist priests, 
there is a general misconception about the time of wooi wan. Many think that it 
happens on the seventh day after death, but in fact, the day and time differ for 
different souls. 
At around six o'clock in the evening, the Taoist priest performs a preliminary rite of 
"route opening"(開路).It is a fifteen-minute rite and is done for summoning and 
leading the soul of the dead to the ritual place. According to some Taoist priests, the 
soul in its initial death stage wanders around without a clear orientation. Such rite is 
to ensure its presence at the funeral place. 
The wake ritual performance usually begins at seven. Before this, some more Taoist 
priests arrive and set up the ritual altar while the mourning family shares a vegetarian 
“According to Buddhist doctrine, there are six paths of reincarnation, namely, the path of heaven (天 
道),human beings (人道),god (神道),animal (畜道),hungry ghost (鬼道)’ and hell (地道). 
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meal in the funeral home. During the performance, friends and relatives come and go. 
Every time when some guests arrive, the rite manager announces through the 
microphone yau haak do (有客至meaning some guests have arrived. After the 
guests sign on the record book and get gat yi packets at the reception table, the rite 
manager announces again asking the guests to come forward to the fiineral altar and 
bow and offer incense to the deceased. While the guests stand in front of the altar, the 
rite manager leads them to bow three times by chanting yat guk gung, joi guk gung, 
saam guk gung (一，再 _躬，三 _躬） . A f t e r these bows, the rite manager 
announces ga suk je lai (家屬謝禮)，signaling the mourning family kneeling at the 
right side of the altar (from the altar's view) to bow back to the guests. 
Since some guests may be Christians, the rite manager is cautious in giving guidance. 
He is well trained in 'detecting' Christians. If the guests hesitate to bowi2, he will 
immediately change his announcement into ching seung chin mak to (請上前黑犬禱)， 
that means please come forward and pray in silence. The Christians then step 
forward to the front of the altar and close their eyes to pray for a few seconds. 
During the vigil night, guests and mourning family members may chat with each other 
while at the same time watch the ritual performance. Mourning members will 
occasionally be asked by the rite manager to join the ritual and offer incense for the 
deceased. Most of the time, they are free to do what they want, like chatting, 
smoking, or burning paper money at the side of the altar. Guests and mourners are 
also free to go into the repository room to take a look at the deceased. 
In the past ten to fifteen years, da jaai (寺丁 齋）has become the most common ritual 
for the vigil. And among different ethnic types of jaai rituals, the KwangtungyVzaz is 
most widely employed. Funerary workers said that before da jaai became popular 
for the wake, families usually employed monks, nuns or Taoist priests to chant do 
tau ging (任J頭、經).Do tau, literally means head upside down, implies that a person is 
dead. Ging means sutra. It is a traditional practice to chant do tau ging for the newly 
dead before burial in order to soothe his/her soul and let him/her go to the other world 
peacefully. 
12 I was told by some Christian informants that bowing to the spirits of the deceased is a symbolic act 
of worshipping devils. 
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Jaai ritual on the other hand was traditionally performed in the seven-days 
ceremonies. People conducted a jaai ritual on every seventh day after death until the 
seventh seven. Some families only conducted the third and the fifth ones which were 
supposed to be financed by the sons and the daughters respectively. In the past, 
these rituals were usually conducted in do tong (道堂)，Taoist sanctuaries opened by 
different Taoist groups in buildings of both commercial and residential purposes. 
Some people might invite Taoist priests back home to conduct such ritual. 
Comparing to the rite of do tau ging which comprises merely of sutra-chanting, jaai 
ritual is a more full-fledged ceremony which involves sutra-chanting as well as 
elaborate ritualistic performances and the cremation of paper offerings (燒紙繁）• 
Since the late 1980s, urban people had become more conscious of efficient funerary 
management. They were more unwilling to spend days and weeks for funerals and 
post-burial funerary services, such as the seven-days ceremonies. For those families 
who had members emigrated or working abroad, it was especially difficult for the 
whole family to stay together for a few weeks to attend these rituals. In response to 
such public need, some Taoist priests began to introduce a shorter form of da jaai 
ceremony'^ for the vigil night, different from the traditional seven-day jaai rituals. It 
was made by combining some part of do tau ging chanting and the main skeleton of 
seven-day ritual. Moreover, in order to make such ritual service more spectacular, a 
rite of poh dei yuk (破地獄)，breaking the hell, was added. This rite involves rigorous 
ritual dancing and movements and is deemed to be more entertaining. However, 
theoretically, it should only be performed for those who die from an unnatural death. 
With this newly 'invented' jaai ceremony, all necessary mortuary rites (sutra-
chanting, yaaz performances, and paper offerings) can be done once and for all during 
the vigil night. Since all rites are accomplished during the funeral, people can therefore 
remove mourning right after the burial or cremation. 
Nowadays, no matter whether people do more post-ftinerary service or not, da jaai 
is still commonly employed for the wake. Many claim that it is a tradition to do so, 
‘3 Da jaai in the old days were conducted for a whole day. Different seven-day jaais had different 
ritual sections. Today, da jaai in the wake usually comprises the following ritual sections: opening 
the ritual altar (開壇請聖)；breaking the hell (破地獄)；touring through the ten nether courts (遊十 
殿)；crossing the bridge (過橋)；and cremating paper objects (燒紙絮). 
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without knowing that it is a tradition barely longer than ten years. 
Jaai ritual can be divided into different ethnic types. The major types are the 
Kwangtung (Cantonese) jaai (廣東齋)，Hakka jaai (客家齋)，Chiuchow jaai (潮洲 
齋)，Hokkien jaai (福建齋）and Hoklo jaai (鹤老齋)• Among them, the Kwangtung 
jaai, which is also called punti rite (本地伤J)，local rite, and is performed by 
Cantonese Taoist priests, is most popular. The colloquial term for Taoist priests is 
naam mohs (口南口無Thus Kwangtungyaaz is done by Kwangtung naam mohs while 
other ethnic jaais such as Hakka jaai is done by Hakka naam mohs, Chiuchow jaai 
by Chiuchow naam mohs, etc. All these ethnic jaais are conducted in their own 
dialects and have their distinctive funeral musical bands. In fact, the Chiuchow and 
Hoklo naam mohs are more Buddhist than Taoist and worship Buddha as their major 
god. 
Nowadays, Kwangtungyaa/ is commonly employed by both Kwangtung families as 
well as non-Kwangtung families. On the other hand, not all families belonging to the 
above big ethnic sub-groups, such as Chiuchow families, employ their respective 
ethnic ritual ceremonies. Ethnic jaai rituals are generally more expensive than 
Kwangtung jaai. The numbers of ethnic ritual specialists have also been decreasing 
during the past two decades. Above all, the development of the punti rite as the 
mainstream funeral ritual style reflects the construction of a Hong Kong local 
identity. Rather than insisting on their ethnic distinction, many people have got used 
to the idea of being a heung gongyan (香港人)，Hongkongese, and have accepted the 
punti, local, funeral style. 
Apart from da jaai, there are also alternatives, such as employing Buddhist monks or 
nuns to chant sutras. This resembles what I have described above as do tau ging 
chanting. However, today this kind of sutra-chanting has also mixed with jaai ritual 
and engages in ritual performances similar to jaai ritual, such as cremating paper 
objects. There is also an increasing number of families who do not employ any kind 
of religious specialists. They may set a Chinese-style altar with food and incense, but 
do not conduct ritual performances. Some funerary workers call this kind of funerals 
as wai saang gaau (、維新教),which draws reference from the wai saang, reformative 
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movement against backwardness and superstition in late Ching era (清朝）.One 
unusual case I saw was a funeral ritual of yat lin jing jung (曰蓮正宗)，a Buddhist 
sect from J a p a n " . All participants, led by a head monk, chanted some repeated lines 
for around one hour. 
Christian funeral ceremony are presided by Protestant ministers, Catholic priests or 
church representatives. They lead all the participants to pray and sing for the 
deceased. There are funeral ritual guide books published by a few Christian 
organizations. Every participant is given one when the ceremony starts. Sometimes 
Christian families may not be able to invite priests or church representatives to come 
to the funerals on the vigil night. In such cases, families just sit in the room and wait 
for relatives and friends to come. People chat through the night until they think it is 
time to leave. In Christian funerals, the rite of encoffining may be performed either 
during the wake or on the farewell day. 
In this thesis, major discussion and analysis in the following chapters will be based 
on the Chinese-style funeral performing the most popular Kwangtungjaai ritual. 
出續曰） 
On the day of farewell, the most important rites performed by the families in a 
Chinese-style funeral are maai sui (買水)，water-buying and wan choi (運財)，wealth-
transporting. The water-buying rite is commonly known as daam faan maai sui (擔 
幅買水)，performed by the deceased's eldest son. Wealth transporting is simply a 
play of pun between the words for the coffin which is made of wood, choi (材）and 
wealth, choi (財)• 
When the priest starts to chant, all the haau ji haau suen (孝子孝孫、)，filial children 
and grandchildren, walk in a line to the doorway. After the family members bow with 
incense in their hands, the eldest son will be led by the rite manager to get some water 
14 This a Japanese sect of Mahayana Buddhism established by Nichiren Daishonin, a Japanese monk 
of the thirteenth century. The Lotus Sutra is the sect's most important scripture. See Tan Chee-Beng, 
(2000) The Religions of the Chinese in Malaysia', in Lee Kam Hing and Tan Chee-Beng (eds.), The 
Chinese in Malaysia, Malaysia: Oxford University Press, pp.282-314. 
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from a bucket prepared beforehand by the funeral home staff. A five-dollar coin will 
be dropped into the bucket. The mourners then go back to kneel and bow in front of 
the altar. The eldest son will be led into the repository room to symbolically'^ wash 
the dead with a wet towel. 
After the water-buying ritual, the corpse handlers will lower the deceased into the 
coffin. This is called daai lim (大瑜)’ encoffining. In all flineral homes, all deceased 
are placed on a metal bed in the repository room behind the funeral halls or rooms. 
The coffin is placed by the side of the deceased. The deceased will only be lowered 
into the coffin on the day of farewell. After encoffining, the deceased will be moved 
to the center of the room for the rite of jim yeung wai yung (贍養遺容)，the last 
glance at the deceased's face. Usually this is the time when families and relatives 
break into tears. However, wailing is rare nowadays. After this, relics offered by the 
family will be put into the coffin. Family members will be asked to check if all the 
things are in the right place and if the deceased 'sleeps' in a comfortable position. 
After all these have been done, the rite manager will announce koi gwoon (蓋才宫)， 
cover the coffin, which leads the coffin handlers to cover the coffin. More discussion 
on the rite of encoffining and covering the coffin will be offered in chapter six. 
The chief mourner, the eldest son, has to carry the big photo of the deceased and 
travel in the hearse with the deceased. All other family members and close relatives 
will be transported in a bus to the burial site or crematorium. At the crematorium, the 
Taoist priest chants for a short while and family members will be led to bow three 
times with incense before the coffin is pushed into the cremator. 
In the case of a burial, the main ritual at the burial site is the rite of wong to (日王土)， 
enriching the earth. The Taoist priest uses a ritual knife and a live chicken to drive 
away bad influences from wandering spirits. Then the corpse handlers lower the 
coffin into the plot by manoeuvring two thick hempen robes. During this process, the 
family members have to turn their back'^ After that, the chief mourner will be asked 
15 It is a light touch on the deceased's face. 
•6 Some Taoist priests said watching the lowering of the coffin into the burial plot will bring bad luck 
to the family and create uneasiness for the deceased. 
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to check if the position of the coffin is right. Then every family member throws some 
mud on the coffin before grave workers fill up the plot. 
After disposing the dead at the crematorium or at the cemetery, the priest will lead 
the family to step over a fire which means to drive away bad influence. Moreover, 
most families also perform the rite of tuet haau (脫孝)，removal of mourning, 
immediately after cremation or burial. With some chanting by the priest, family 
members will be asked to undress the mourning clothes which is to be disposed by 
the grave workers. 
After all such rituals, the family usually leads the soul back to a Taoist santuary or 
temple for temporary accommodation by using a burning incense to which the soul is 
supposed to have anchored'^ After that, the last thing for the family to do before 
returning home is to share a meal together in a restaurant. For families having removed 
mourning, the meal is called ying hung faan (英雄飯)i8, hero meal, which has eight 
dishes. For those who have not yet removed mourning, the meal is called gaai waijau 
(解慰、酒)，consoling feast, which has seven dishes only. 
Summary 
The emergence of the commercial funeral parlours as a new funerary space has 
become prominent since 1980s. Before that, funerary space varied, including the 
home, open area nearby home, funeral pavilions as well as funeral homes. Funeral 
processions had also once rendered social space a moving funeral stage. However, 
with the increasing official regulation of the social order and the intensive 
urbanization, the space for managing death has been narrowed from a wider scope 
into the limited space of commercial funeral parlours. 
“ T h e priest will also pick another propitious day for the family to invite the soul back to the home 
altar or to 'live' in tablet places in temples or Taoist sanctuaries. Such invitation has to be done with a 
rite of tablet dotting, that means ritually open the place for the soul. 
The term ying hung is widely used by the urban funerary professionals. However, there is a 
confusion about the correct writing of the term. The version I have written is used by many. Some 
others think that the word hung should be written as 紅，which means red. Despite such confusion, all 
professionals that I talked to agreed that the term means beginning to do something good (伯支好事）. 
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Not only is the ritual space being shifted and narrowed, the ritual time of mourning 
period is also cut short. Thus the ritual environment has been restructured through 
the compression of ritual space and ritual time. Death matters are basically dealt with 
within such confinement of time-space. Once out of it, mourning status is removed, 
mourning disposition is also discarded. In other words, death is ritually 'managed' 
within such compressed funerary frame before people return home. 
Concentration of funerals in the funeral parlours has also enabled people to see what 
each other has been doing during funeral time. It is a distinct place facilitating the 
sharing and intensification of funerary experiences which are characterized by both 
the commercial nature of the funeral place (factories producing funerals for 
commercial interests), and the homogenized ritual performances. People see 
themselves and others donned in the same mourning clothes, having similar ritual 
altars and ritual services, and playing more or less the same roles. Some mourners said 
that they felt like puppets being moved by the professionals into the appropriate 
place to do the appropriate acts. Since there are many other people like them, doing 
the same things, they did not raise any queries. 
Such new funerary space has marked a new phase of Hong Kong funerary scene 
which witnessed the homogeneity of the material culture of death management and at 
the same time nourished similar funerary experiences. It also shows a general 
passivity on the part of mourners and the dominance of funerary professionals. In 
the next chapter, I shall elaborate on the interaction between mourning families and 





Packaging Traditions: Commercialization of Funerary Services 
Death management in the last two decades has been greatly dependent on the services 
provided by the funerary businesses. This chapter introduces the major sectors within 
the funerary businesses and describes how these different sectors work in closely-
connected networks. The standardized services provided by the undertakers in the 
form of package services have resulted in the homogenization of death management in 
Hong Kong. Analysis will show how funerary traditions are selected, changed and 
repackaged into consumable set products. I shall also use two cases to illustrate the 
actual process of negotiation between mourning families and the funerary salespeople. 
Funerary Business Sectors 
The undertakers 
Today, undertakers are divided into two categories, the coffin shops and the funeral 
parlours. Coffin shops traditionally sell coffins. In colloquial term, it is called gwoon 
choi po (才宫才才雀甫)or baan po (才反I甫)• Po is shop, gwoon choi means coffin, and baan 
means a piece of board, implying coffin. Inside a coffin shop, there are samples of 
different types of coffins. Today, besides selling coffins, all coffin shops provide full-
fledged funerary services through their business networks with other funerary sectors, 
such as ritual specialists, rite managers, corpse handlers and paper objects 
manufacturers. Funeral parlours, on the other hand, do not only provide a whole range 
of funerary services, but also own premises which provide space for keeping corpses 
and holding funerals. In other words, the coffin shops have to rent funeral halls or 
rooms from funeral parlours for their customers to hold funerals. 
Coffin shops are much smaller enterprises when comparing to funeral homes. In order 
to compete with funeral homes and other coffin shops, each coffin shop has to stress 
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their service quality. Since I have written about funeral parlours in the previous 
chapter, here I shall mainly concentrate on the operation of coffin shops. There are 
now around seventy coffin shops in Hong Kong. A majority of them are in Kowloon, 
especially concentrated in Hung Horn which is also the site of two popular funeral 
homes and a public mortuary. 
Every funeral parlour and coffin shop has a number of salespeople who directly deal 
with the clientele. Usually, people contact a funerary salesperson who they know or 
is referred to them by a relative or a friend. There are different ways for the coffin 
shops to draw business. Some send their salespeople to "death places" such as 
hospitals and death registration offices to tout for business. However, most coffin 
shop salespeople make use of their own wide networks of acquaintances to get 
customers. In order to create a snowball effect，many stressed to me that they must 
provide good service to their clients so as to impress the customers and ensure they 
come back to them or refer to them other people in need of funerary service. 
Before the mid seventies when there were only two funeral parlours, the Hong Kong 
Funeral Parlour and the Kowloon Funeral Parlour, a large part of the general public did 
not employ the service of funeral homes. According to a salesperson who joined the 
industry in 1971, coffin shops at that time generally served the lower strata of the 
society while the funeral homes served richer people. The funeral homes in those days 
did not rent funeral halls or rooms to coffin shop customers. Thus coffin shops could 
only serve those who held funerals at home or in the public funeral pavilion, and those 
who sent the dead directly to the cemeteries from hospitals. It was only with the 
opening of the Universal Funeral Parlour that such scene changed. The Universal 
Funeral Parlour allowed coffin shops to rent its funeral halls or rooms. Other funeral 
parlours soon followed such practice. 
Funerary salespeople are responsible for finding and interacting with customers. Their 
role has been dominating in affecting customers' choices. They are well-trained in 
capturing the thoughts and needs of their clients and tacitly promote their products by 
moving succinctly along tradition to pragmatism. In fact, people have been 
increasingly dependent on these professionals for guidance and knowledge in getting 
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death managed. Many younger people do not have such knowledge, nor do they get 
the support of an extended familial network like people in lineage communities. The 
expertise of such professionals is recognized by the public for their assumed 
experiences. Through giving out advice, these professionals are defining what proper 
funerals and funerary management should be like. 
Some Taoist priests think that funerary salespeople have in the last two decades 
usurped the role and status of ritual specialists. "In the past, people respected the 
priests more, now they all listen to the salespeople," one Taoist priest grumbled. "If 
these salespeople give wrong instructions to the customers, we can say nothing, but 
act accordingly," said another Taoist priest. Since ritual specialists nowadays have to 
depend on coffin shops and funeral homes for job assignments, it is natural for them to 
feel subordinated to such business sectors. 
Ritual Specialists 
Ritual specialists of the Chinese-style funerals include Taoist priests, Buddhist monks 
and nuns. Since Taoist jaai rituals are most commonly employed for funerals, I shall 
focus on the Taoist priests. Funerary Taoist priest, colloquially known as naam moh 
(口南喚)，is traditionally a career passed down through the patrilineal line. In late 
eighties, due to the popularization of Kwangtxing jaai ritual as the rite of the wake, 
there was a great increase in the demand for urban Taoist priests. Many young men, 
regardless of their background, were recruited into the field. It was also during this 
period that part-time Taoist priests emerged. They worked in different walks of life in 
the daytime, and performed rituals in ftineral home at night. There is no official record 
of the exact number of naam mohs in Hong Kong, but an approximate estimation is 
three to four hundred. Urban funerary Taoist priests distinguish themselves from 
those who work in the New Territories, known as san gaai naam mohs (新界口南口無 
New Territories Taoist priests. Before, indigenous villagers only accepted san gaai 
naam mohs of their own ethnicity to perform funeral rituals. Nowadays, it is not rare 
to see urban naam mohs performing funeral ceremonies in the New Territories villages. 
Despite such fact, these two groups remain quite separate. 
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Many of the Kwangtung Taoists priests belong to different Taoist sanctuaries (道院)， 
while a significant number do not have any affiliation and work as freelancers. The 
headmasters of the Taoist sanctuaries are responsible for getting and coordinating jobs 
for their followers. Today, the most usual size of a jaai ritual repertoire comprises six 
performers which include five Taoist priests and one instrumentalist. The repertoire 
involves a hierarchy of roles and responsibilities. The headmaster has to assign the 
right man to the right post. 
The five roles of the Taoist priests in the repertoire are known as jue foh (主科)，lo do 
(老都)，gaam jaai、藍齋\jik taan (值壇)，and si ging (侍經).Jue foh is the leading 
man in the ritual performance. Lo do is responsible for leading the chanting of sutras. 
Gaam jaai needs to make sure all the ritual objects are in the right place and the jaai 
ritual proceeds in the right order. Jik taan controls the timing and rhythm of the ritual 
proceedings. Si ging is basically a person responsible for preparing all the ritual tools, 
lighting incense and doing all the minor stuff. One Taoist master told me that each 
performer basically gets five hundred dollars for one jaai performance. But the jue foh 
and those performing extra rites, such as the rite of hell-breaking or dotting paper 
servants', will get extra pay. 
Some Taoists priests said that throughout the last three decades, the social position of 
urban naam mohs was low due to the nature of their job. On the one hand, owing to 
the inauspiciousness Chinese people link to death, those who worked in the death 
businesses were often kept at a distance (Watson 1988b). On the other hand, many of 
those who joined such profession were of relatively low education level, thus they did 
not get much respect from people. Nowadays, people do not particularly keep their 
distance from the naam mohs. Today, gossips about how naam mohs cheat and are 
not serious about their work are still commonly heard. In recent years, more Taoist 
priests have become conscious of their public image and have strived to achieve better 
communication with their clients. 
‘In each set of paper offerings, there are at least two paper servants, one male and one female, supposed 
to serve the deceased in the underworld. The dotting rite for this particular pair is a symbolic act for 
making them come to life and be obedient to the deceased. 
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Every funeral home basically has one affiliated Taoist sanctuary which has the 
exclusive right of getting all the ritual business of the funeral home. However, if the 
group does not have enough manpower, the headmaster will employ other freelance 
naam mohs who do not connect to any hostile groups to work for him. Examples of 
such affiliation are the Ji Wan Do Yuen (紫雲道院）to Hong Kong Funeral Parlour; the 
Chi Hong Do Yuen (,慈航道院)to Universal Funeral Parlour; and the Go Lam Do 
Ywew (高林道院）to Po Fook Memorial House. Similarly, every coffin shop also keeps 
long term connections with certain Taoist masters. When the coffin shops get some 
business, they call these Taoist masters up to arrange the ritual service. 
Rite Managers 
The Cantonese term for rite manager is tong gwoon (堂fl^), which literally means a 
servant in the hall. The role of tong gwoon in imperial time was played by senior 
servants of rich families who was responsible for announcing arrival of guests in 
funerals and serving guests. The formalized role of tong gwoon in urban funerals was 
developed in the last two decades when more and more people depended on 
professionals to tell them what to do during the proceedings of funeral rituals. 
Nowadays, tong gwoon has almost become a must in funerals. They play an 
important role in announcing arrivals and departures of guests and in guiding mourning 
family members how to act and follow ritual sequences. They also arrange ritual 
objects on the altars and deal with any necessary chores in funerals. 
Tong gwoons are all trained by and affiliated to group leaders who are experienced 
tong gwoons themselves. They receive assignments from their group leaders and are 
paid on hourly base at the rate of one hundred to two hundred dollars. However, 
experienced tong gwoons are gradually breaking away from their former leaders after 
they have gained enough connections. Like the Taoist priests, different groups are 
affiliated to different coffin shops and funeral homes. 
Corpse and Coffin Handlers 
Funeral homes employ a constant team of coffin handlers and have their own corpse 
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make-up specialists. Other corpse and coffin handlers who work for coffin shops are 
grouped under a few group leaders who connect themselves to different coffin shops. 
Each group leader is responsible for getting work for his men. There are also a number 
of freelance coffin workers who are not affiliated to any boss. Coffin and corpse 
workers work in a team according to the size of the coffin they move. They are 
responsible for transporting the corpse from hospitals or public mortuaries to funeral 
homes and moving coffins from funeral homes to the burial places or crematoria. The 
pay for such work varies for burial and cremation and in respect to the sizes of the 
coffins. Usually for moving a coffin for burial, a worker gets around three hundred 
dollars and in the case of cremation, the pay is around two hundred fifty. Those who 
carry the corpse to the burial site usually get some lai si chin {iH 是錢），red packet 
money, from the mourning families. Some coffin handlers are experienced in dressing 
and doing make-ups for the deceased. They get extra pay of less than a hundred for 
this. 
Corpse handlers were traditionally despised and seen as permanently polluted 
(Watson 1988b). However, as more and more young men join the profession, such 
work does not necessarily induce contempt. Some families I observed showed their 
appreciation of such hard work. The workers I talked to did not see their work as 
polluting. One coffin handler said, "There must be someone who does the job. The 
dead cannot walk to the grave by themselves, we help them with our shoulders." 
Apart from the above different sectors, there are other sectors that work for the 
funerary market. They are the flower shops which provide floral decoration and sell 
wreaths, ji jaak po (紙來舖)，seller and manufacturer of paper objects and sau yi po 
(壽衣舖)，shops selling longevity clothes etc. 
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Funerary Package Services 
The funerary businesses have been playing an important role in effecting changes and 
homogenization of death management in the last two decades through providing what 
is generally referred to as "package service". In the death registration offices, it is 
common to see coffin shop salespeople flit around and tout for business with their to 
chaan (套餐)services. To chaan is a colloquial term borrowed from the restaurant 
business meaning set meals. Other businesses that use this term are the travel agencies 
selling lui hang to chaan (旅4亍套餐)，tourist packages, or insurance company selling 
bo him to chaan (保險套餐)，insurance packages. 
Today people manage death through purchasing standardized funerary packages which 
was made possible by the emergence of ready-made funerary products and by the 
undertakers' active selection and repackaging of funerary traditions. Some funerary 
professionals said that before funerary packages emerged, mourning families prepared 
their own ritual food and mourning costume according to their home town traditions. 
Today, within the packages provided by the undertakers, ritual food is a standardized 
set of saam saang (cooked pork, pig head and chicken), a bowl of rice, rice wine, two 
plates of oranges and apples plus two plates of Chinese buns and chess cakes. 
Funerals in the past might display five to seven different kinds of meat, duck and fish 
were particularly popular. The kinds of buns and cakes also varied according to 
regional and ethnic traditions. Fruits brought to the ritual altar showed much greater 
diversity. To chaan service has basically crossed out such differences. 
The ready-made mourning costume also performs the same function. It retains the 
three basic materials (hemp, muslin and white calico) of traditional mourning attire, but 
disregards detailed differences in dressing (refer to chapter one). Some workers in a 
funeral home told me that until early eighties, it was still common for mourning 
families to make their own mourning attire. Some people bought the cloth from the 
funeral home and made the mourning dress with their own hands by tearing the cloth 
into pieces to suit each member of the family. Some families might hire specialists, 
usually old women of the same ethnic origin, to make the mourning costume according 
to specific ethnic style. Today, families who employ funerary package services have 
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to put on the standardized mourning garb and accept the same set of ritual food, unless 
they take the trouble to make distinctions. 
Moreover, as mentioned in the previous chapter, the most popular Kwangtung ritual 
service is designed and compiled by squeezing different ritual parts into a one-night 
show. Many families, regardless of their ethnic background, have accepted this ritual 
for serving the funerals. Such ritual is provided in the package service with a standard 
set of paper objects, mock paper and incense. Two decades ago, people bought the 
paper items they preferred and decided the amount and types of incense and mock 
paper they wanted. 
The point to make here is that with the intensive commercialization of the funerary 
business, package service has emerged as a new way of managing death. It is a more 
convenient way for selling and purchasing. With it, funerary salespeople provide 
mourning people with one-stop services which aptly suit urban people's request of 
efficient funerary management. Thus by purchasing such packages, death is managed 
relatively easily. The families do not need to worry about buying and preparing 
different funerary items on their own. Everything is packaged and ready at the funeral 
halls for their use and deployment. Most of the families use the same set of products, 
contributing to the homogeneity of the material funerary culture. Below I shall use two 
cases that I observed to illustrate the actual process of interaction between the 
salespeople and the bereaved families. 
The Tung Family 
Miss Tung's father died in a hospital after staying there for around fifty days. Before 
the father died, the family had contacted a friend who referred to them a friend 
working in the undertaker business. A day after the demise of the father, the Tung 
family: the mother, two daughters, a son and a son-in-law met this friend of their 
friend, Mr Lee, manager of a coffin shop, in the death registration office. 
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In the office, while waiting for the death certificate, the family started to discuss with 
Mr Lee about buying the burial plot. The family originally wanted to buy a permanent 
plot for $280,000 for the father. However, to their disappointment, there were no new 
permanent plot available at the moment. The remaining options were a ten-year-lease 
one in Tseung Kwan O Cemetery or a reused permanent one in Tsuen Wan Cemetery. 
The second daughter emphasized that the father would surely dislike living in a reused 
burial place since he would never buy a second-hand apartment. After buying a ten-
year burial plot for $28,000, the family went to Mr Lee's office in Hung Hum to 
discuss the details of funerary arrangement. 
The first thing to do was to decide in which funeral home the family would like to hold 
the funeral. The family originally preferred the Universal Funeral Parlour in Hung 
Horn. However, after Mr Lee confirmed through phone that no place in Universal 
Funeral Parlour was available in a week's time, the family agreed to use Po Fook 
Memorial House in Tai Wai, which is relatively new. 
The family then sought Mr Lee's advice in choosing an auspicious date for the burial. 
Instead of emphasizing the importance of an auspicious date, Mr Lee however 
stressed that nowadays people were not that superstitious. But while he said so, he 
opened a Tung Sing (通聖)，the Chinese almanacs, on his desk and taught the family 
how to pick a propitious day. Mr Lee said today things are much simplified. In the 
past, families had to do very complicated calculation in order to pick such a day. 
Nowadays families are just advised to avoid days of chung song (重喪)，double 
deaths, or saam song (三喪),triple deaths, for burial or cremation. Days of chung 
song and saam song may lead to more deaths. 
Discussion then proceeded to the choice of rituals. The family had originally thought 
of employing monks to chant sutras for the deceased father and claimed that that was 
2 Decades ago, the families might consult a Taoist priest who had to make a complicated calculation of 
the relationship of the horoscopic character of the deceased with the cosmic attributes of different days 
in order to pick this propitious day. 
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what most Yeung Chow (揚讲I); people did. They had consulted a well-known 
monastery for the price of such ritual before they met Mr Lee. It was unexpectedly 
expensive. One monk cost $1200 plus $100 lai si (iH red packet money. Seven of 
them already cost nine thousand. Mr Lee said it was up to the family to choose which 
kind of rituals, but he commented that there was nothing special about monks' 
chanting. "I do not mean to criticize the monks or nuns," he said, "but nowadays many 
of these people are very fa hok 匕學).” Fa hok is a colloquial term meaning not 
serious, not good. "There are nuns who run around like those in a circus and do rituals 
for different families in the same night." The son-in-law responded enthusiastically by 
saying that monks also buy Mark Six^ "All are wan sik 搵食(earning a living)", Mr 
Lee said. "It is true," the son-in-law answered and added, "No matter it is monks, 
nuns or Taoists priests to chant sutras, it will be the same for me. I won't understand 
the chanting anyway." Mr Lee continued to say that a ceremony by Taoist priests 
would be more value-for-money since such performance would have more entertaining 
rituals. The son-in-law replied, "Yeh, just like a show." 
The ritual matter was dropped for a while when Mr Lee suggested the family to 
choose a coffin first. Among the displayed coffins in the shop, he pointed at two of 
them, one of which, the Kwangtung-style coffin, costs $40,000, and the other, the 
Shanghai-sXylQ one, costs $60,000. The family picked the Shanghai one�saying that 
it was larger in size and looked much better. 
Mr Lee told the family that he would provide them with a set of paper objects, but if 
the family wanted to have extra objects like cars and planes, they have to pay extra. 
The elder sister suggested adding a car, but such idea was immediately frowned at by 
her siblings. "Father does not know how to drive, why buying him a car." The elder 
sister was made silent. Mr Lee broke the silence by telling the family that there was no 
3 The Tung family is of Yeung Chow origin, which is situated in the province of Jiangsu. � 
4 A popular local lottery. 
5 Coffin quality is distinguished by its size and texture of wood. Shanghai-style coffins are usually 
bigger in size than Kwangtung-style ones. 
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need to buy an extra mahjong table^ since there was already one inside the paper 
house. 
There was a long discussion about whether to remove mourning on the burial day. The 
mother and daughters wanted to do post-burial seven day rituals. However, this meant 
that they should not remove mourning immediately after burial. The youngest son, 
however, worried that if the family still keep the mourning status after the funeral, it 
would be inconvenient for him to bring his two daughters to his mother-in-law's home, 
who took care of the girls during the daytime when the couple was at work. This 
problem has to do with the concept of death pollution still common to Chinese 
people. Those who are still in mourning are considered to be polluting and should 
refrain from going to other people's houses. 
The sisters slightly blamed their brother and his wife's family being too superstitious. 
Mr Lee also repeated his comment that young people should not be too superstitious. 
He helped to solve the problem by saying that nowadays most families remove 
mourning on the same day of burial or cremation. Post-burial rites can still be done by 
using names other than seven days rituals like ying hung jaai (英雄齋)，ritual after 
removal of mourning, or one-hundred-day jaai (百日齋). 
The eldest daughter looked worried and asked if it would seem too fa hok, not serious, 
to remove mourning immediately after burial. Mr Lee consoled her by saying that all 
such problems were a matter of yi sik (儀式），rituals. "It does not matter if you do 
them earlier or later. According to old tradition, people have to sau haau 守孝(mourn) 
for three years, will you do this now?" He added that in the past, all mourning males 
attached black flags on their shirts while mourning females put yam flowers on their 
hair. However, it is common nowadays for mourning people to hide such mourning 
signs. "People put them into their purses." 
Mr Lee also explained that after cessation of mourning, the meal the family share 
together should be called ying hung faan (英雄飯)• Otherwise, it should be called gaai 
6 Mahjong is a popular gambling game for the local population. Many families add a life-size paper 
Mahjong table with playing companions to the set of paper objects to be offered to the deceased. 
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wai jau (解慰、；酉).The former should include eight different dishes while the later 
seven. He commented that all these things are actually matters of names and rules 
which are set by people. 
The discussion then went on to other matters such as the dead's clothing and food 
offerings. Mr Lee showed them pictures of large and small sets of food offerings. The 
family chose a larger set. As for the mourning attire, Mr Lee told the family that they 
had to use the local style because he did not know anyone who made the Yeung Chow 
style. The family did not raise any query on this. 
After the above discussion, Mr Lee began to run through a list of basic necessary 
items with the family, which included the dead's clothing, gat yi envelops, ordinary 
mock paper and mock money, food offerings, a big photo of the deceased, a hearse, a 
bus for the mourners, a rite director, a team of six Taoist ritual specialists^ and a basic 
set of paper objects. The total cost was $78,000. "The coffin was already discounted 
at $58,000," Mr Lee said. At this point, one may notice that while running through the 
list, Mr Lee had somehow ‘decided，for the family what ritual to be used. Neither the 
sisters nor the mother raised any objection at this point. 
Having all these 'included' items, the mourning family still had to buy the mourning 
wreaths by themselves. Mr Lee brought the family to a flower shop nearby his shop 
to order some wreaths. 
7 Prices of ritual service vary according to the size of the ritual group. A group of six Cantonese Taoist 
ritual specialists costs around $12,000; of twelve costs around $40,000. The service of sutra-chanting 
by four to six nuns is usually cheaper at around $5,000-$8,000. 
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The Choi Family 
After Mr Choi's father died of a stroke, he called a funeral home saleswoman referred 
to him by his brother-in-law who had just arranged the funeral of a relative a month 
before. After registering for death and making a reservation for cremation service, Mr 
Choi went with his mother to the Universal Funeral Parlour to meet his aunt and the 
funeral home saleswoman. The saleswoman led them into an office where they 
discussed the funerary matter with a manager of the funeral home. 
Once all were seated, the manager began to run a list of basic things that the family had 
to pay for: food offerings, decoration of the funeral room, a hearse and its decoration, a 
travel bus, the deceased's big photo, a rite manager and other small stuff such as 
incense and candles. He rounded up the cost at around $16,000. Mr Choi asked if it 
was possible to hire taxi instead of renting a travel bus since there would not be too 
many relatives going to the crematorium. The manager persuaded him not to do so 
since taxi would not be cheaper. Mr Choi also asked if the rite manager is a must. The 
manager said nowadays most families hired one since the rite manager would tell 
people what to do during the funerals. Then, the family was led to another floor to 
choose a coffin for the father. They were told that the two cheapest ones cost $9,000 
and $7,000 respectively. At this point, Mr Choi asked the manager if the previous 
sum of $16,000 already included the cost of the coffin. The manager responded in a 
slightly mocking tone, "Of course not. You have to pay for the coffin separately." The 
family then chose the one costing $9,000 since the other one appeared real small. 
The family originally wanted to hold a simple and economical funeral and did not 
intend to do any ritual service. However, when back to the office after choosing the 
coffin, the mother started to ask for the price of a ritual ceremony. The manager 
explained that rituals are administered by another department and the family needed to 
discuss with the head of the ritual department. Thus the manager introduced a Taoist 
priest to the family who said the cheapest jaai ritual with four performers and a basic 
set of paper objects cost $11,000. 
The family agreed to employ such ritual service. While the priest wrote down details 
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of the dead's information, the aunt asked if he could add to the list of paper objects 
some free items such as a small television set and a few more treasure boxes. The 
priest complied. The mother then asked the priest how to do the dotting rite for the 
father's tablet after cremation. Such rite is for 'inviting' the soul of the deceased back 
to a proper place either at home or in a temple. The priest said it would cost another 
$800 if the family wanted the service of a Taoist. The mother asked if it was possible 
to do the rite by herself. The priest said no problem. He promised to teach her how to 
use jue sa (珠沙、)，a red material, to dot the tablet for the father's soul. 
The family finally went with the saleswoman to take a look at their reserved funeral 
room. The mother complained that it was too small and asked if it was possible to 
have a bigger room. They went back to the manager, who after checking for a while, 
said one medium hall was available. But then the family had to buy a coffin of $15,000 
or above to be qualified for reserving it. He explained that it was the policy of the 
company for renting out funeral halls. After some discussion, the family did no change 
and left the office. While leaving the funeral parlour, the aunt said to me, "Once when 
you are in these places, you have to be ready for being ripped off." 
Negotiation and Interaction 
From the above cases, I have shown how the undertakers have assumed a basic funeral 
format which includes a list of necessities for conducting a proper funeral. Apart from 
making their own choice for a coffin, and deciding what kind of ritual service to 
employ, the concerned families were more or less led to conform to the assumed 
format of funerary management. In the case of the Tung family, the family was led to 
conform to hiring the service of Taoist ritual performers. They were also willing to 
take the ready-made mourning costume set instead of insisting on their own ethnic 
distinction. Through mitigating different views of the family members about the 
mourning period, the funerary salesman also succeeded in converging the family to the 
two-day funeral format in which the mourning period was cut short. 
More active negotiation happened in the Choi family's case. At some points, the 
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family conformed (for example at the point of whether to hire a taxi or rent a bus), 
while at other points, their views prevailed (as shown in the mother's choice of doing 
the dotting rite by herself and the aunt's request of some free paper objects). 
To sum up, purchasing funerary packages has become the prevailing way of today's 
funerary management. Such package comprises: face make-up for the dead, a hearse 
transporting the dead and a bus transporting family members; a coffin and its 
decoration; processing and framing of one big photo of the dead; flowery decoration of 
funeral rooms; one mourning scroll; standard mourning garb; gat yi envelops; incense 
and mock paper; a rite manager; ritual food; a ritual performance team; and ritual paper 
objects (a big garden mansion; an immortal crane; red and white soul streamers; paper 
tablets for the deceased and family ancestors; a high view stage; a pair of male and 
female servants; a pair of gold and silver bridges; two bridge lanterns; a pair of gold and 
silver mountain, two clothing boxes; a safe; a sedan chair with two handlers) (see figure 
6 to 9). 
Most families purchase such a package and some may add to the package with extra 
stuff to express lavishness and their particular concern for the deceased's personal 
preference. Some may add a few dishes favored by the deceased to the standardized 
ritual food set. Sometimes, the deceased might have insisted on having some particular 
food. I came across with a Shanghai family whose deceased grandmother had ordered 
the living to buy a special type of cakes of her home town tradition for her funeral. 
She also instructed them to offer her a special type of mock paper. 
Funerals of extended families with a large number of siblings, offsprings and relatives 
often marked more distinctions. Such families possessed the strength for preparing 
their own ethnic mourning clothes and familial or personal style of food. Some usual 
items of paper objects that people add to the basic set are: a car (costs $800), an 
aeroplane ($1,000), a mahjong table and four chairs ($400), three mahjong companions 
($600), and a television set ($350). 
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Commercialization of the death businesses and their profiteering nature have been a 
general feature in many modem societies. Noting solely the commercial nature and the 
economic principle may, however, miss deeper metaphorical meanings of such 
transactions of buying and selling. Huntington and Metcalf (1991), by drawing 
reference from the critique Mitford (1963) made on the profiteering character of 
American's death entrepreneurs, has noted, 
Considering the economic explanation as a whole, there is no doubt that the 
existence of a tightly orgainized group of specialists who control every phase 
of the disposal of corpses is the most significant single feature of American 
funerals. It explains why funerals cost what they do, and why non-specialists, 
such as kin and clergy, appear only in passive roles..., the economic does not 
explain it all. The way of spending in the funerals is approved by the 
consumers, the funerals somehow fit into a peculiarly American ideology 
(P.200). 
Spending money for the deceased has been a cultural urge underlying the proper ways 
of death management in Chinese mortuary traditions. The money used in buying 
coffins, burial plots, ritual food or paper offerings, are all metaphors of fulfilling the 
obligations of the living toward the deceased. 
Antithesis of Package Service 
Funerary package service is after all a marketing strategy of the funerary business. By 
telling the customers that they just need to pay a lump sum and all funerary 
necessities will be provided in a set, the salespeople are indeed sending off a pragmatic 
message for the bereaved families to consider if they can afford it or not. It saves the 
salespeople themselves of the trouble of explaining prices of each single item. It also 
frees the families of the troubles and worries of bargaining for the prices of different 
items. 
The term 'package service' also intrigues people into believing that they are getting a 
discount for the whole set or some items are provided free of charge. It is a common 
sense that ordering to chaan (set lunch or dinner) in restaurants is usually more 
economical and from it one may get a free or discounted drink or dessert. As a way to 
53 
appease customers, the salesperson may say to them that the total sum is around such 
and such, other small items such as red packets for coffin handlers, gatyi envelops and 
mock paper are already included, the families do not need to pay extra. The 
salesperson may continue to say such and such things are free of charge and that he is 
going to give the dead better coffin covering and beddings. However, as a matter of 
fact, nothing is free as such. The 'buy one get two' logic is somehow an illusion. The 
only principle behind the process is how big or small that the salesperson wants the 
profit to be. 
The trickiest point that affects the expenditure of a funeral is the cost of the coffin. In 
fact, it is hard for ordinary families to know how much the price of a coffin is marked 
up. The cost of coffin varies according to its style, wood texture and size. A western 
style rectangular coffin is generally cheaper than a Chinese style lotus coffin. 
Expenditure on funeral of a burial is usually higher than that of cremation since people 
tend to purchase a better quality coffin. Price of such coffin has no limits, it may cost 
from less than ten thousands to a few tens or even few hundreds of thousands. It is 
rumored that the family of one famous old actor has brought for him a coffin worth 
three million Hong Kong dollars. Moreover, the price of the same coffin may vary 
according to the wealth of the mourning families. Some funerary salespeople have 
confessed that the price of a coffin sold to a rich family is usually marked up more. 
The average expense on a common-scale funeral is around thirty to forty thousand. 
This however has not yet included expense on the purchase of ash urns, ash niches or 
burial plots (which may cost from a few thousand to a few hundreds of thousand). 
Families may also have to pay another big sum of money for the tomb stone (twenty 
to thirty thousand), or the tablet places in temples for positioning the ancestor (a few 
tens of thousand). There is indeed no limit on the expenditure on funerary 
management. Well-off families may pay all involved workers with lai si, red packets of 
a few hundred to a thousand. Red packets to ritual specialists can be of bigger sum of 
money. One informant told me that his father's funeral two years ago incurred an 
expenditure of around two millions dollars. Merely the lai si given to the Christian 
priest was ten thousand dollars. In the funeral of one local billionaire who died during 
my research, every visitor who attended his funeral was reciprocated with a gat yi of 
one hundred dollars. 
54 
On the other hand, for the underprivileged people who are social welfare dependent, 
their families are entitled to a subsidy of $11,175 for their funerary expense. Pauper 
deaths are handled by the Urban Services Department of the government. Unless 
medically proved inappropriate, all dead bodies of such deaths are cremated and the 
ashes are placed in the public columbarium at Sandy Ridge. 
The idea of to chaan has in fact offended some older funerary salespeople working in 
funeral homes. They commented that arranging funerals for the sin yan (先人)， 
deceased person, should never be considered as buying set meals in the restaurants. "It 
is so disrespectful to the sin yans if we say we are buying to chaans for them!" No 
matter how offensive package service may seem to be and how deceiving the package 
marketing strategy is, the idea of getting package service from undertakers has more or 
less convinced younger generation that it is the most convenient way of getting 
funerals done. Many times when I asked people how they arranged all the funerary 
stuff, the answers were "buy a package set from the undertakers". Moreover, many 
who bought such packages did not bother to distinguish the different stuff they have 
bought or double check if every item in the list was present in the funeral home. 
Summary 
Nowadays, people have become more dependent on funerary professionals in 
managing death matters. Through giving out advice and selling funerary package 
services, these professionals have been defining what proper funerals should be like 
and help families conform to the so-called majority way of funerary management. The 
package services are commercial products in which traditions have been selected, 
transformed, reinvented and packaged to suit the social need for efficiency in managing 
death. The emergence of package services and the increasingly important role played 
by the funerary salespeople also manifested the activeness that these people have 
been displaying in adapting death management into a changing social context. 
On the other hand, while more and more people are moulded as consumers of the 
funerary packages, a material homogeneity of funerary culture is achieved. However, it 
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should also be stressed that during the interaction between the funerary salespeople 
and the mourning families, negotiations often go on with different degrees of activeness 
and passivity on the part of the mourners. Some have total dependence on the 
professionals while others put on alertness. Such process shapes the present-day 
experiences of death management and is in turn imbued with new meanings for those 
who are making sense out of a life crisis situation. 
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Chapter 4 
Management of the Body 
This chapter deals with the management of the body of the deceased. Traditional 
Chinese communities put much emphasis on smooth burial as a proper way of 
disposing the dead. One drastic change in death management of Hong Kong in the 
past few decades, however, was the popularization of cremation within the process 
of urbanization. Instead of being buried, around eighty percent of the dead today are 
cremated. I shall trace the process of such development and analyze the changing 
perception on the dead body. 
I shall also describe what happens to the body of the dead in the immediate aftermath 
of death and during funerals. Rather than being attended by family members as in 
rural communities, nowadays the cadavers are treated totally by professionals such 
as hospital staff, coroners and funerary workers. I see this as a result of the 
medicalization of death which reflects a more pragmatic view on the dead body. 
The Precious Body 
The body of the deceased is the prime symbol of death. In ancient Egypt, embalming 
showed the extent of concern for preserving the dead's body and a latent hope for the 
dead's survival and eventual revival. Traditionally, Chinese people also took great 
care of the dead body. In the course of history, they have developed a strong belief in 
burial as the proper way of disposing the corpse. Popular descriptions of burial such 
as on jong (安葬)，or yap to wai on (入土為安)directly point to the purpose of 
burial. Burial gives comfort and peace to the deceased. 
Apart from burial, Chinese people also stress the treatment of the deceased's body. 
Traditional ways such as putting pearls into the mouth and choosing the best type of 
wood for coffins are meant to protect the body from rapid decay. Yu Ying-shih 
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(1987: 380) has pointed out, "As recent archaeology has shown, people in the Han 
period often went to all lengths to preserve the body of the dead. Evidently, ancient 
Chinese, just like ancient Egyptians, believed that the soul could not survive much 
longer unless the body itself were preserved". Yu also noted that treatment of the 
body often reflects the status and richness of the deceased's family. A well-off 
family probably has more economic power to nourish the dead body. Thus the soul 
of the noble man will be stronger than that of an ordinary man or woman. 
However, for Chinese people, the preservation of the corpse does not represent a 
hope for an everlasting body. This is particularly true for South China communities 
where people practise double burials. Bodies of the dead are expected to rot 
thoroughly in a period of seven to ten years and bones are then exhumed and re-
intered into a permanent grave (Wilson 1960: 120; Watson 1988a). Preservation 
effort is made so as to give the dead temporary protection and to show the living's 
respect for the deceased. 
The colonial government of Hong Kong had in fact borrowed from such double burial 
custom the idea of exhumation and incorporated it into its burial policy which aimed 
at reducing the physical bulk of the deceased population'. Since the second World 
War, remains of the dead at the public cemetery at Wo Hop Shek have to be exhumed 
in a period of six to seven years. Exhumed remains were then put into ossuaries. In 
the face of the imminent shortage of burial land in urban areas, the government also 
made big effort in promoting cremation. In fact, the greatest achievement of the 
government's interference in death management was its successful promotion of 
cremation. In 1960, around 2% of the total deaths employed cremation whereas in 
1999, the proportion of cremation increased to 78%l 
1 According to Patrick Hase, a former Hong Kong official and Chinese culture scholar, the practice of 
double burial "became apparent to the British administration in the 1930s. By then it was obvious 
Hong Kong had a serious problem with dwindling grave spaces. There were discussions with Chinese 
leaders and it dawned on administrators that a solution which would be unthinkable in the west-the 
exhumation of bodies after an allotted time-could be made to fit the physical and cultural needs of the 
community here" (Fionnuala McHugh, "The Way to Go?" In Postmagazine, 1/November/1998, p. 12). 
2 There were 370 cremations of bodies in 1960 and 25,661 in 1999. Deaths of the two years were 
19,146 and 32,831 respectively (figures are drawn from the official Annual Departmental Report of 
the Urban Services Department and from inquiries at the Census and Statistics Department, see also 
Appendix III). 
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Popularization of Cremation 
Background 
Official encouragement of cremation started in the early forties. It could be seen as a 
policy imported from England where "cremation has become most firmly established 
during the course of the twentieth century" (Davis 1997: 27). England today remains 
one of the western countries enjoying the highest rate of modem cremation against 
buriar. In Hong Kong, the process of official promotion of cremation went along with 
that of urban development in which private cemeteries had to be cleared and the dead 
had to make way for the living. 
In early colonial days, not much official effort was done in catering for the burial and 
mortuary need of the local public. The earliest cemetery built by the colonial 
government was mainly for burying colonial officials, soldiers and their family 
members. Dead bodies of the local population were by and large managed through the 
efforts of the Chinese elite charity organization, the Tung Wah Group. The Tung 
Wah Group had been responsible for establishing seventeen cemeteries from 1869 to 
the 1930s to bury those who died in great casualties and natural disasters, as well as 
the unclaimed bodies died in the Group's hospitals (Board of Directors of the Tung 
Wah Group 1970: 218-222). Another local elite group operating cemeteries was the 
Chinese Permanent Cemeteries Management Board which established the Aberdeen 
Permanent Cemetery in 1915, the Tsuen Wan Permanent Cemetery in 1941, the Chai 
Wan Cemetery in 1963 and the Tsueng Kwan O Cemetery in 1989. 
Apart from managing cemeteries, the Tung Wah Group had also built and managed a 
corpse repository, which is called yi Jong (義莊）in Cantonese, in Hong Kong in 
1899. In early colonial days, many people living in Hong Kong still observed their 
roots in mainland China. Important life cycle events, like marriages and burials, were 
3 According to Davis (1997: 27), the growing rate of cremation in England is as follows: 1% in 
1930s; 2% in 1936; 3% in 1939; 7% in 1944; 15% in 1948; 31% in 1958; 50% in 1967; 60% in mid 
1970s; and 70% by 1993. The growth was also accompanied by the increase of the number of 
crematoria which numbered 226 in 1993. More information on this can be found in Peter Jupp, "Why 
was England the First Country to Popularize Cremation?", in The Unknown Country: Death in 
Australia, Britain and the USA, eds., Kathy Charmaz et. al. (1997), UK: Macmillan Press. 
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often conducted in people's home towns. The repository of the Tung Wah Group 
was a temporary house for dead bodies awaiting eventual burials back in China. The 
house is still in operation today, but has for decades stopped receiving any new 
bodies. Body remains and ashes left in the house are of those who have not yet been 
claimed back by their families or relatives. 
Cemeteries of the above two organizations were by no means fulfilling all the burial 
needs of the general public. In fact, in the first half of last century, dead bodies among 
the poor mass were often casually disposed of at hillsides. Many people could 
neither afford to pay for burial plots at private cemeteries nor to send the dead for a 
long distance from home to a cemetery. Wrapping dead bodies in grass mats and 
burying them at hillsides nearby their working or living places was a common 
practice"^ among the poor population. There were barely any funerals or death rituals 
as such. Up till late fifties, it was still common to find human remains at hill slopes 
all over Hong Kong. The Tung Wah Group had also re-intered a lot of those 
abandoned human remains and unattended graves into its cemeteries throughout the 
years. 
In 1940, the government started to regulate burials and private cemeteries. It ordered 
that all dead bodies of citizens in Hong Kong Island and Kowloon should be buried in 
the government's Wo Hop Shek cemetery in Fanling. The Tung Wah Group was also 
notified by the Secretary of Chinese Affairs that owing to city development, the 
government decided to close all the Group's private cemeteries and required all 
remains to be exhumed, cremated and moved to the Wo Hop Shek Cemetery (Board 
of Directors of the Tung Wah Group, 1970: 230). 
Such notification had led to a long time negotiation between the Tung Wah Group and 
the government. The Group argued that Wo Hop Shek was a remote place and would 
create extreme inconvenience for the public on memorial days of visiting the graves. 
Moreover, cremation of exhumed remains was against traditional customs of the 
4 One story from an informant was about a man in his forties who died at his work place by 
accidentally falling down. Being informed by the husband's colleagues of the death, the wife gathered 
all the money (twelve Hong Kong dollars) she had and gave it to the colleagues to let them buy some 
boards to make a simple coffin and hire people to move the dead body to some hillsides in Kowloon 
city. This incident happened in the early 1940s. 
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population and should only be done with the agreement of concerned families. 
Discussion was suspended during the war. However, by 1951, all the group's private 
cemeteries were closed and exhumed remains were reburied in Wo Hop Shek 
Cemetery. 
Apart from closing down private cemeteries for city development, the government 
was also responsible for clearing illegal graves from hillsides all over Hong Kong 
Island and Kowloon and collecting unclaimed dead bodies from hospitals and streets. 
The way the government dealt with such exhumed remains and unclaimed bodies was 
cremation. The earliest cremation figures (see Appendix II) I found from the official 
cremation record books� start from 1946. In that year, there were one hundred and 
thirty two recorded cremations of which most were children and new bom babies that 
died from infectious diseases such as smallpox. Cremation during 1946 to 1948 were 
conducted in make shift cremators in Sookunpoo and Kai Lung Wan in Hong Kong 
Island. In 1951, cremations were for the first time recorded being done at the 
Diamond Hill Crematorium. It was renovated in 1979 with four brand new cremators 
imported from England and remains as the only crematorium in Kowloon until the 
present day. 
Since the 1960s, the government started to build more modem crematoria in other 
parts of Hong Kong to meet increasing demand for such services. The Cape Collinson 
Crematorium in Hong Kong Island was opened in November, 1962. Its modem 
cremators were the first modern cremation technology imported from England. Other 
crematoria were built at Kwai Chung (1979), Fu Shan (1985) and Cheung Chau 
(1991) in the New Territories. 
It should be stressed that before cremation became widely employed by the general 
public, the government had been performing a great number of cremations of dead 
people and exhumed remains. Some of the impressive figures were 24,825 (in 1951);. 
21,623 (in 1956); and 29,813 (in 1957) (see Appendix II). The figures alone tell the 
immense official effort in clearing illegal burials. The number of cremation employed 
by the citizens continued to soar in the seventies, and since 1982, cremation exceeded 
5 These cremation record books are stored in the Kowloon Cremation and Cemetery Office of the 
Urban Services Department. 
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buriaf. Cremation was gradually accepted by the public as the most convenient and 
efficient way of disposing the corpse. 
Reasons for increasing popularity of cremation 
The popularization of cremation in Hong Kong is by no means a random 
phenomenon. Despite traditional stress on the importance of peaceful burial and the 
choice of burial site, Chinese people in Hong Kong were, however, ready to give up 
such ideals when practical problems arose. 
In the 1960s and 1970s, there was basically not much choice for people to find a 
burial place. Not too many people could afford a burial plot in urban cemeteries 
operated by the Chinese Permanent Cemeteries Management Boarcf . On the other 
hand, the public Wo Hop Shek Cemetery, though offering cheap burial plots, was not 
an ideal burial place. It was situated in Fanling in the New Territories which was very 
far from the urban areas. Rail transport to the place till early seventies was only for 
transporting goods. Most families made use of the public rail repository service to 
convey the deceased to the cemetery. According to Wilson (1960: 122), "only some 
20% of the coffins are carried to the cemetery by private hearses at the expense of 
the relatives. Of the balance brought by rail, not more than half are attended by 
relatives." 
Moreover, the rule of obligatory exhumation set by the government required all these 
graves to be exhumed in six to seven year. Although double burial is a common 
custom in South China, such practice, however, should be seen in relation to small 
rural communities where the deceased are buried nearby the villages. For those living 
in urban areas, sending the corpse to a place far away and exhuming the remains in a 
few years' time all added to the burden of the living. Wilson (1960: 123) also noted 
that not more than half of the families clear the graves in Wo Hop Shek by 
themselves, but left the job to the government. This tells a lot about the manner of 
6 In 1982, the ratio of cremation to burial stands at 57:43 (figures are drawn from Urban Council 
Annual Report, 1982, printed by the Public Information Unit, Urban Services Department, Hong 
Kong.) 
71 was told by the Board's staff that the burial plots of the Board's cemeteries were relatively 
expensive and were usually consumed by local upper class. Until the 1960s, buying such burial plots 
had to obtain referrals of socially distinct people. 
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death management in those days. 
In fact, I was quite shocked when I heard for the first time that people did not 
accompany the deceased to the graves, but left the burial job to public workers. 
Difficulties in commuting to the Wo Hop Shek Cemetery and the general economic 
destitution of the time made its graves like abandoned ones. This information made 
me believe that such public Cemetery was not an ideal place for disposing the dead. It 
also showed that how Chinese death customs are often adjusted or defied when 
practical problems arise. This is perhaps the basic reason for the popularization of 
cremation. 
Besides, during the urbanization process, modem medical ideology has offered people 
more secular perception on the dead body. Dead bodies are corpses without any 
feelings and senses. During the summer of 1999, I did a small survey^ in an elderly 
center on old people's attitude towards burial and cremation. Thirteen of the twenty 
interviewees said that they accepted cremation since the dead bodies know nothing 
and cremation would not create troubles for the living. Some also said that cremation 
is a clean way of disposing dead bodies and it is most popular. The remaining 
interviewees preferred burial if they had a choice. They reasoned that cremation was 
painful and pitiful. A few mourning families I interviewed in funeral parlours also 
mentioned that they did not employ cremation because the deceased parents 
threatened to come back to them for revenge if they brought them to the crematorium. 
However, such fear of pain and objection to cremation were seen by others who 
accepted it as a sign of 'superstition' or 'narrow-mindedness'(蠻塞). 
In fact, during my research there was a general discourse on social progress against 
superstition. Those who adhered too closely to traditions and the old ways were 
accused of being superstitious. It is common to hear people saying "the society is 
advancing and people have become more open-minded and less superstitious". 
Insisting on "old ways" are seen as stubborn. People who have more working and 
social experiences are expected to be more open-minded and ready to accept new 
things and new ways. One female informant who was attending the third-seventh 
81 did questionnaires with twenty men and women over the age of sixty in one of the Caritas's elderly 
centres. 
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memorial service of her deceased mother told me that her mother had ordered to be 
buried after her death. She resaoned that her mother was a life-long housewife and 
stuck more closely to traditional ways. On the contrary, her mother-in-law who died 
ten years ago accepted being cremated. She believed that it was because the mother-
in-law had worked for many years and had become more open-minded. A fifty-year-
old daughter who was reserving cremation service for her deceased father also 
believed that the reason for her eighty-year-old mother to accept cremating the father 
was that she has become more open-minded by watching television and news at 
home. 
Some people drew reference from Buddhism which supports cremation and see it as a 
clean and neat way to treat the dead. One funerary salesman from a funeral home 
believed that some rich people have played a leading role in promoting cremation. He 
said, "Even the very rich are cremated, why can't commoners be cremated?" Other 
funerary professionals said that Hong Kong people are particularly willing to follow 
the main trend of the society. "Once when many others are doing such thing 
(cremation), people feel safe to follow suit." "Following the majority" has become a 
reason for people to accept certain ways of managing death. A Taoist priest 
concluded, "Hong Kong people like to follow the big roll". 
After hearing all the different reasons given by informants for their acceptance of 
cremation, one point was clear to me. Burial is after all merely a part of the Chinese 
death customs and is not irreplaceable. When burial has become too costly and 
troublesome, people are quite ready to give it up. In other words, culture is often 
subjected to changes due to pragmatic causes. Today, taking care of the ancestors' 
ashes has become a 'new tradition' in death management. 
One thing worth to note is that despite the general acceptance of cremation, there was 
yet some resistance. Since the Wo Hop Shek public cemetery was not an ideal burial 
place and the Chinese Permanent Cemeteries Management Board's burial plots were 
quite expensive, some people sought other ways to get relatively cheaper burial plots 
to avoid the fate of being cremated. One well-known way was to convert oneself to 
Christianity. In Hong Kong, some private cemeteries in urban areas were run by 
Christian organizations for Christian's exclusive use. Examples are the Catholic 
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cemeteries in Cheung Sha Wan and Chai Wan and the Protestant cemeteries in 
Kowloon City and Pokfulam. Christians upon referral of churches are entitled with 
the right to be buried in such graveyards. One Taoist priest said, "In those days [the 
seventies], more and more older people were converted to Christianity. People would 
rather defy their religious beliefs in order to get themselves into the ground." 
Effects of Cremation 
Increasing popularity of cremation has manifested a general secular attitude on bodily 
death. It also led to a tendency of using relatively cheaper coffins. Relics put into 
such coffins are usually less precious than those for burials. The government has also 
given advice in its death management brochure^ on choices of coffins: 
Some large sized Chinese type coffins cannot be inserted into existing 
cremators. Some Western type coffins with numerous metal ornaments and 
attachments are not suitable for cremation. Heavily lacquered coffins will tend 
to produce dark smoke during cremation and unnecessarily thick wood used in 
the construction of coffins will waist more fuel. Under these circumstances, 
the authorities may refuse to accept these coffins for cremation. However, 
such inconveniences can easily be avoided by the selection of suitable coffins 
designed for cremation. Furthermore, in today's green trend, it is important 
that everyone should make an effort to protect the environment when 
cremation is practiced. It is accepted by an increasing number of people that 
coffins of simple construction are as respectful to the dead as lavish designs. 
Hence, coffins made of plywood, chipboard or recycled materials are highly 
suited to cremation. 
Despite such advice, there are still cases of thick and big coffins being sent into the 
cremators. In fact, there is one specially designed cremator in the Cape Collinson 
Crematorium for cremating large-sized Chinese coffins. Most people, however, have 
accepted more pragmatic choice of coffins for cremation. 
After cremation, the bodily remains in the form of ashes are taken care of by the 
families of the deceased and be installed in proper places such as ash temples or ash 
cemeteries. The ash is still seen as a symbol of the ancestor's bodily soul. Thus it is 
worshipped every year on Ching Ming or Chung Yeung Festival, two memorial days 
9 The brochure is called 'What to do when someone dies...', published and occasionally revised by 
the Urban Services Department. 
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for the deceased. More on this will be discussed in the section "Resting Place of the 
Body". 
Treating the Corpse 
Mortuary treatment of the dead body is an essential part of Chinese death rituals. 
DeGroot (1892-1910: 3-101) had elaborated on how people in Amoy, Fukien treated 
the dead bodies with great care and in prescribed procedures. Similar practices were 
also observed in rural Hong Kong in early eighties. Patrick Hase has depicted in detail 
a village funeral in Tai Wai, the New Territories, in 1981. The preparation for 
funerals actually started before the death where family members took relay in 
attending the gravely ill by his or her bedside. A medium was consulted to ascertain 
the time of the pending death. After death, some male elders used boiled water with 
pomelo leaves to wash the corpse (Hase 1984: 138-139). 
One of my informants, who witnessed the death of his grandfather in Cheung Chau in 
the 1950s, said that in those days, the elders in the family were often experts in 
foretelling the time of death. One of the ways they could be sure of the approaching 
death was to feel the feet and legs of the dying person. When death was befalling, the 
legs would turn cold gradually from their bottom to the upper parts. After the 
grandfather passed away, cleaning and dressing the corpse were done by the 
daughters and female relatives. 
Thus, regardless of the great polluting nature of a dead body (Watson 1982:155-186), 
a corpse is customarily touched and treated by family members. After such initial 
treatment, the dead body would be left aside to wait for its funeral ceremonies. The 
above informant from Cheung Chau also mentioned that in cases of funerals held 
during hot weathers, the face of the dead would be covered with mock paper to hide 
the disintegrating horrifying look before the deceased was encoffmed. Ice would be 
put under the place where the deceased was laid. 
Today the dying and the deceased are attended by professionals such as doctors, 
nurses and funerary workers. Few people take the risk of letting the gravely ill or 
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dying people destitute of medical care or rescue. Thus in contrast to the past where 
old people were let to die naturally at home, most of the deaths nowadays occur in 
hospitals. Moreover, due to the legal requirement of medical certificates for death 
registration, in order to assure getting such documents, people would rather send the 
dying person to hospitals. Those without medical death certificates stating natural 
causes of death have to be sent to the coroner for an autopsy. To many Chinese 
people, being dissected after death is a big mishap. 
Even when death happens at home, the first thing for a family to do is to dial 999 to 
summon the police and an ambulance which either sends the dead to a hospital or a 
public mortuary. According to some funerary workers, people today have somehow 
mixed the traditional concept of death pollution with the medical hygienic perception 
of the corpses. Dead bodies are seen as not hygienic. They let the professionals deal 
with such 'dirty' matters. Few people would keep the corpses at home and treat them 
as people did in the past. Moreover, no one is allowed to keep a dead body at home 
for longer than forty-eight hours after death. Such offence is liable to a fine of up to 
two thousand five hundred dollars. 
Here we can see how the bodies of the dying and the deceased have slipped out of the 
control of family members into the medical and legal realms. After seeing the dying 
person passes away at the hospital, family members will not see the deceased again 
until they claim the body from the hospital mortuaries. Then the corpse will be taken 
away by funerary workers to the funeral home where it is treated by professionals 
with disinfectant and cosmetics. 
Cosmetology 
Today, all corpses are cosmeticized before they are presented to families and guests 
in the funeral hall. Funeral homes have cosmeticians specialized in corpse 
cosmetology where as coffin shops usually employ the service of experienced coffin 
handlers to do make-up and dressing for the dead. 
The practice of cosmeticizing the face of the dead was introduced by Siu Ming, who 
opened Hong Kong Funeral Parlour in 1951. In 1960, Siu Ming opened his second 
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funeral home, the Kowloon Funeral Parlour, in Kowloon. In order to draw business, 
Siu made a high profile invitation of a famous corpse cosmetician, Miss Choi Kam 
Chi, from Shanghai to serve at his new funeral home. 
A cosmetician of a funeral home said that the style of corpse make-up has changed in 
the last decade. In the past, the face of the dead was painted in bright red and lips 
were highlighted to emphasize liveliness. "These days, people do not like exaggerated 
make-up. They prefer a more natural look." Nowadays, dead men only receive slight 
facial base while women are applied with facial base, cheek powder and lipsticks. 
Before doing the make-up, cosmeticians sometimes have to do extra repairing work. 
For those whose eyes do not close, the cosmetician has to put cotton balls inside the 
lower part of the eyes or inject solution to make the lower parts swell as to close the 
eyes. For those whose lips do not close, a small piece of card paper is placed under 
the neck to push the jaw up a little in order to let the mouth close. The paper is then 
covered by the collar of the clothes. 
Dressing is usually done before the make-up. Nowadays, for those who died above 
the age of sixty, families usually buy from the funerary salespeople the traditional 
longevity clothes for the deceased. For those who died young, their favourite daily 
clothes are used. In one case I observed, the woman died in her fifties. The funerary 
worker firstly wiped off blood stains on the body and face with some disinfectant. 
Then he dressed the women with all the clothes the family brought for her. Since the 
face of the women had already shrunken, in order to make it more human-like, the 
worker stuffed the cheek and the lower part of the eyes with cotton balls. The face 
was then lit up with a strong base. The lips were painted red. After brushing the hair 
and tying it up with a head veil, the making up and dressing process was basically 
accomplished. 
When comparing to the United States (Mitford 1963)) and the United Kingdom 
(Howarth 1996) where 'humanizing' the corpses involves many more techniques such 
as embalming and treatment of orifices, treatment of the corpses in Hong Kong is 
relatively simple. Most of the corpses are not embalmed. Funerary workers told me 
that an ordinary make-up can be done within ten minutes. Most dressings and make-
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ups of the corpses do not exceed thirty minutes. 
The Ritual Hours 
After proper dressing and make-up, the body is transported to the repository room 
where it will be laid on a metal bed beside its coffin. The repository rooms are at the 
back of the each funeral room or hall. In the repository room, the corpse rests and 
waits for the vigil night to come. In most cases, families of the dead will not do 
anything to the dead body. But one time, I saw a daughter sewing pearls onto the 
clothes and hat of the deceased father. Pearls were supposed to protect and preserve 
the body better. But today, such precious ornaments are seen more as symbols of 
richness and show people's respect for the deceased. 
During the wake, family members, close relatives and friends come to the funeral hall 
to see the funerary rituals. Most of the time, while the living watch the ritual show 
and chat among themselves, the dead body lies alone in the repository room. Once in 
a while, visitors, accompanied by family members, go to see the dead through the 
glass of the repository room. 
Rituals in the vigil night end at around ten, and in most cases family members will 
leave the funeral room or hall by eleven. The dead body will then be left in the 
repository room to pass the silent night with all other dead bodies in other repository 
rooms. Only two cases I observed had family members and relatives staying 
overnight to accompany the dead. One family started to play mahjong in the funeral 
hall after all visitors had left. In fact, playing card and mahjong games were very 
common in vigil nights a few decades ago. 
Farewell rituals in the following day start around two hours before the reserved time 
for cremation. On such day, family members bring with them burial or cremation 
relics to the funeral hall to be put into the coffins. Today, people still place precious 
relics like jade, golden ornaments and pearls to accompany the dead to the afterworld. 
Such luxurious relics are more common in cases of burial. And an increasing portion 
of relics are personal belongings such as photo albums, watches, toys, pillows and 
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clothes, despite the official warning of cremation rules (families are advised not to put 
too many relics so as to avoid producing too much black smoke). Funeral 
professionals also advise people to place small memorial relics for the dead into ash 
urns instead of coffins. 
On the farewell day, although a rite of bathing is performed for the dead, such act is 
entirely symbolic. It is done by the chief mourner, usually the eldest son, who 
touches the face of the deceased with a wet towel. The more important moment is 
encoffining in which the deceased is placed into the coffin. Older people still see the 
coffin as a house for the deceased. Thus the size and quality of the coffin are stressed 
to ensure the comfort of the dead. Particularly in burial cases, well-off families are 
keen to choose better quality and larger coffins. 
After encoffining, the deceased will be pushed into the center of the funeral room or 
hall to be seen by all funeral attendants for the last time. It is called the rite oijim 
yeung wai yung (瞻養遺容)，seeing the face of the dead. The coffin will then be 
pushed back to the repository room again to let corpse handlers cover the lid. Before 
covering, coffin handlers, under the watch of the mourners, fix the dead in a right 
position inside the coffin with packs of lime and mock paper. Relics are also put 
around the body. It will then be transported by the hearse to the cemetery or 
crematorium. 
The Resting Places of Dead Bodies 
Regardless whether burial or cremation is employed, the resting place of the remains 
of the deceased is still stressed by Chinese people. In the past, good fung sui (風水;), 
geomancy, of the gravesite is sought for ensuring a peaceful soul and subsequent 
blessings for the living. Today, good fung sui is hard to obtain, since most burial plots 
are allotted according to the order of the next vacant number. However, some people 
claim that since the Tseung Kwan O cemetery, the most popular cemetery in the 
present time, is constructed on a huge mountain which faces the sea, all burial plots 
there are of good fung sui. 
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In cremation cases, ashes are taken care of by the families. In the official guide book 
on death management, the government instructs that ashes may be treated in the 
following ways: 
1. Kept at home; 
2. Kept in monasteries, nunneries, temples; 
3. Intered in the um section or in a niche in the columbarium of private 
cemeteries; 
4. Scattered in the Garden of Remembrance at the crematorium; 
5. Deposited in a niche in a Government columbarium. 
Of the five ways, the first and fourth ones are least popular. Despite official 
encouragement of disposing ashes in the remembrance garden in which a tree can be 
planted to commemorate the dead, few people casually dispose of the bodily remains 
of their ancestors or beloved family members. Most families buy niches in temples or 
columbaria to install the ash urn and go to these places to worship the deceased 
during memorial days. In this way, the ash um is treated in the same way as the 
coffin. Columbaria or ash temples become a new form of cemeteries. Some families 
which emigrated abroad also brought with them the ancestors' ash um. It shows that 
although cremation has replaced burial as the most common way of disposing the 
corpses, Chinese families are still concerned with the care of the ancestors' remains. 
Very rarely will people choose to store the ash at home. This can be understood with 
the same logic that nobody stores the skeleton of the dead at home. One case I know 
concerns a young husband whose wife died of illness at a young age. He secretly 
stored the ashes of his wife in his bedroom without the knowledge of his family 
members. After a few months, he decided to take the ashes to a columbarium; the 
reason was not to scare his family members lest they would discover it one day. 
Prices of burial plots and ash niches are as follows: 
Grave space 
• Public cemetery burial plot (Wo Hop Shek): $3,190 
• Burial plots of the Chinese Permanent Cemetery Organization 
ten-year-lease (non-extendible): $20,000 (plus $1,600 plot opening fee) 
ten-year-lease (extendible): $28,000 (plus $16,00 plot opening fee) 
permanent: $280,000 (plus $1,600 plot opening fee) 
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• Burial plots in Chai Wan and Cheung Sha Wan Catholic Cemeteries 
ten-year-lease plot and plot opening: $15,500 
• Permanent burial plots in China 
Dai Pang Wan Cemetery (大鵬灣)：from $33,000 to $43,000 
Kwangchow Chung Wah Cemetery (廣州中華墓園）：starting from $30,000 
Ashes niches 
Both public and private columbaria offer ash niches at the price of around two 
thousand to three thousand. However, some private columbarium like the Po Fook 
Shan (寶福山），the price of niches can be up to $99,000. Ash niches in temples or 
monasteries are also more expensive since there are staff offering incense to the dead 
everyday. Such prices are from more than ten thousand to a few tens of thousand. 
Summary 
People today hold more secular view toward the body of the deceased. With the 
medicalization of death, the deceased is treated by the professionals, rather than by 
family members. Popularization of cremation also indicates a change in the 
perception of the relationship between the soul and the dead body. Dead body can be 
treated in ways other than burial and the well being of the soul will not be affected. 
Though cremation has at first upset the Chinese traditional concept of on Jong, 
peaceful burial, it does not undermine Hong Kong Chinese' seriousness about 
handling the "body" in the form of ashes. After the accomplishment of the funeral 
rituals and the cremation, the living still keep their close relationship with the bodily 
remains of the ancestors. People still strive to 'on jon� cremated ashes in peaceful 
places where the deceased receives yearly worship from the living. Thus while 
people adapt to a new way of disposing the dead (cremation), they "reinvent the 
tradition" of worshiping the ashes as if they worship the disintegrating corpse and 
the skeleton beneath the earth. They fit it into the cultural framework of grave 
worshiping. The changes in the treatment of the deceased's bodies have again showed 
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that death management of Chinese societies is continuously adjusting to practical 
socio-economic situations in which people actively define and redefine the proper 
ways of managing death. 
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Chapter 5 
Management of the Soul 
Soul management is a main theme in Chinese funerals. For many people, the purpose 
of employing religious rituals during funerals is to help the soul of the dead pass 
through foreseeable difficulties in their immediate future and to attain final peace. The 
belief that all souls have to undergo a process of interrogation and receive judgement 
from the nether bureaucrats has rendered Chinese people making great effort to gather 
all resources to help transcending the soul from hell and promoting its quick 
reincarnation. 
In this chapter, I shall outline the Chinese concept of soul and afterlife. Despite the 
fact that many people today have claimed to hold a secular worldview and are 
skeptical about the efficacy of religious rituals, most of the mourning families are 
concerned about conducting funeral ceremonies and offering great amount of paper 
objects and mock money to their beloved deceased family members. 
James Watson (1988a: 6) has suggested that the key to understand Chinese funeral 
ritual lies in its performative domain, rather than the ideological domain. "It is the 
proper performance of the rites — by specialists, mourners, and community members 
—that matters most to everyone concerned.. .the internal state of the participants, 
their personal beliefs and predispositions, are largely irrelevant." 
However, based on observation and interviews I have done with different families, I 
shall explore the more complex and new meanings of death management embedded in 
people's idea of the soul and afterlife as well as in their attitudes and feelings towards 
death rituals. Instead of putting aside people's feelings, beliefs and emotions, I find 
that understanding what people think and feel is essential for understanding what 
rituals mean. 
Another theme for discussion is the transformative nature of death rituals. Stressing 
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the fear of death, previous studies have focused on the function of Chinese death 
ritual in transforming the dead's spirit from a potential malevolent ghost to a 
benevolent ancestor (Watson, 1982，1988b; Tong, 1990). Discussion here will, 
however, offer an opposite view. Rather than possibly becoming a horrifying ghost, 
the newly dead is considered as a vulnerable being subject to different kinds of 
possible harassment and sufferings. I would argue that within the rite of passage of a 
Chinese death, funeral ritual is one of protective and assisting, rather than of 
controlling and binding (Watson 1988a: 9; 1998b: 132); and through such passage the 
deceased is guarded against unnecessary disturbances and is helped to smoothly 
attain its new status in the afterworld. 
Chinese Concept of the Soul and Hell 
Yu Ying-shih in his article 丨'0 Soul, Come Back! A Study in the Changing 
Conceptions of the Soul and Afterlife in Pre-Buddhist China" stated that the Chinese 
conception of the soul had emerged as early as second century B.C. By then, the 
Chinese soul was of a hun-pW (魂魄）dualistic form (Yu 1987: 374). Such dualistic 
soul concept also integrated with the dualistic yin-yang cosmology, forming the yang-
hun (陽魂）and yin-p 'o (陰魄）.By Han time, people commonly believed that upon 
death, the hun and p ’o, which previously stay in harmony within a human body, 
begin to separate and leave the body. Once separated, the hun, being a breath-like 
substance, rises upward to the heaven, while the p'o, a heavier bodily substance, 
descends to the earth. 
Yu also stated that by the Han time, a clearer concept of heaven and hell had also 
emerged under the influence of Buddhism. In post-Buddhist China, people generally 
believed in the existence of ten hells^ where both the hun and p 'o had to suffer for a 
person's sinful acts during his/her life time. 
1 The Cantonese romanization of hun p 'o is wan paak. To avoid confusing the readers, romanization 
of such term is kept constant as hun and p'o as in Yu's article. 
2 The concept of hell in Chinese society is always mixed with Buddhist and Taoist ideas as well as 
local ghost stories. It is not the purpose of this paper to give a detail account of the underworld of the 
hell. 
75 
Concerning the form of a Chinese soul, there are yet many others (Potter 1970; Wolf 
1974; Cohen 1988; Saso 1990) who have written about the duality or tripartite form 
of a Chinese soul,�though their descriptions may differ in detail and enlist different 
interpretations. Despite the effort of such analyses in explicating a structural 
existence of the soul, the problem of these interpretations is that such structural 
concept may not have a firm hold in common people's mind. As Freedman (1957: 
222) stated, "Such a statement, however, is far too systematic, for it implies that the 
conception of the soul of a man as three separate elements is present in the minds of 
ordinary Chinese. In fact, I do not believe that Chinese normally think in this way. 
An ancestor is more or less unitary personality.. .And, despite the apparent 
contradiction, it is the same personality which is thought to reside in the tablet, 
plaque, or photograph and to be worshipped when offerings are made at the house 
altar." 
Although it is the belief in the survival of the soul and the existence of hell that makes 
people take all the troubles to conduct lavish ceremonies and complicated mortuary 
practices, common Chinese people do not distinguish the different forms of the soul. 
It is true that Chinese terms of hun and p，o are still widely used in daily language: 
hun p'o do m chai (魂魄者唔齊),the hun and p ’o are not complete; hun fei p 'o saan 
(魂飛魄散)，the hun flies away and the p'o escapes; saam hun m gin chat p'o (三魂 
唔見七魄)，of the three hurts the seven p ’os are missing. However, ordinary people 
generally treat hun and p'o as the same substance as soul, which they now refer to as 
ling wan ( S ^ ) . 
During my fieldwork, only once did I hear from an old Taoist priest about the 
dualistic form of the soul of which the hun rises up and p'o sinks. A few Taoist 
priests looked puzzled when I mentioned to them the concept of a tripartite soul. 
None of the mourners I talked to were familiar with the concept of dual or tripartite 
soul. In fact, nowadays, fewer and fewer families install an ancestor altar at home. 
Thus, not all deceased have tablets. Some families may buy tablet places (神位）in 
temples to install their ancestors' tablets and let temple staff offer daily incense to 
the ancestors. While not all families buy these temple tablet places, some may buy 
3 The most common description about the three souls of a deceased is that one soul resides in the 
domestic ancestral tablet while the other two go to the grave and the hell. 
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more than one. An explanation from a Taoist temple staff member was to let the 
ancestor have more places to go, like people going to live in different mansions at 
different times. Different residence at temple tablets, um cemeteries, grave sites, are 
二 all representations of the dwelling of the same soul living in hell. The concept of three 
-: souls is not pertinent. 
To most of the informants, the most basic concept of the soul is that it exists after 
dr fli and may have to live in the underworld for a while before it gets the chance for 
reincarnation. As Hsu (1949: 158) also pointed out, people generally agreed that the 
majority of the spirits of the dead have to go through some unpleasant procedures in 
the underworld. Thus the function of funeral rituals is believed to help the deceased 
by lessening difficulties and in getting a better chance for reincarnation. 
It is important to note that the belief of a surviving soul after death is intrinsic to the 
whole system of Chinese moral values and cosmological view. Without the concept 
of surviving soul and reincarnation, the philosophy of tin lei chun waan (天理循環)， 
circular order of the high cosmos or yan gwoh bo ying (因果報應），the retribution 
order of cause and effect cannot be fulfilled. Bad people who have committed a lot of 
wrong doings or sins have to be punished somehow sometime. If he is not punished 
in his lifetime, he will receive his judgement in his afterlife. On the contrary, real good 
people may either be able to transcend directly to paradise or get to a good path of 
reincarnation without dwelling in hell for too long. 
However, nobody can be sure of the time of such transcendence. Thus the living 
fulfill their obligation toward the deceased by offering help not only at funeral time, 
but also over many years. Food is offered to the soul to ensure it has something to 
eat. Paper house is offered to assure it lives under a roof, and paper money is burnt 
to fill its pockets with cash. For those who are eager to know the plight of the death, 
they may consult spirit mediums. Some informants also said that they dreamt of the 
dead who tell them what to offer. Some spirits asked for a house, while others for 
clothes. One story from an informant was about a deceased mother who appeared in 
the dream of the living daughter telling her to stop offering mock money to her since 
she had been transcended as a saint. She asked the daughter to offer gold and silver 
paper which can be used by saints. 
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Above all, although contradictory descriptions may often be heard from people about 
their perception of the plight of the dead, it is generally accepted that the soul, within 
a certain period of time after death, dwells in hell. Soul is one but lives and travels in 
another plane of space and time. Thus, as a researcher, I often remind myself that 
spirits or souls are supposed to be in another form of existence. They are not obliged 
to appear in people's imagination in logical forms. Finding an intelligible human 
structure for them somehow seems only interest researchers rather than common 
people. 
Sin Yan (先人)：An Interim Identity of the Dead 
The newly dead is addressed as sin yan by funerary professionals. This term is often 
heard in the discussion between mourning families and funerary salespeople. 
Questions like these are commonly asked: "What ritual do you want to do for the sin 
yanT "Is the sin yan going to be buried or cremated?" "What is your relation to the 
sin yanT Sin yan is actually a euphemistic term for dead person, meaning somebody 
who has passed away. Instead of saying "the dead" directly, people use this term as 
a more respectful way in addressing the dead. Sin yan is usually used for the deceased 
who is more senior to the surviving family members. 
In this section, I should like to borrow this term to refer to the special interim status 
of the newly dead during the interval period of post-death and before the 
accomplishment of funeral rituals. During this initial stage of death, the spirit of the 
deceased is said to have departed from the body and left astray. The sin yan has yet 
to go through stages before it integrates into the world of the dead. Thus in this 
liminal stage, the sin yan is of an ambiguous status for he is no longer a part of the 
living world, and not yet a normal member of the underworld. 
The theory of the rites of passage by van Gennep (1960) is widely used in 
anthropological studies. It says many societies divide life into different cyclical 
stages, during which ritual is done to bring people from one stage of life to another. 
Within the rite of passage, people are supposed to go through three stages, named as 
separation, liminality and reintegration. After such process, the concerned people 
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abandon the old identity and attain a new one. 
Funeral rituals in Hong Kong also acknowledge the notion of rites of passage in 
which the identities of the concerned parties are awaiting for a change. When death 
befalls a family, both the living members and the dead are under a new situation of 
inauspiciousness. Funerary ritual is a material way to transform the whole situation 
of bad luck back to normal. Because of the occurrence of death, the home, of the dead 
has become stuffed with yin air and has to be cleaned with rituals to become 
auspicious again. The living on the other hand will also go through a stage of 
mourning. During the mourning period, the mourners are supposed to lead ascetic life 
until mourning is removed. After the rite of removal of mourning, the family is back 
to normal. 
As on the part of the dead, it is also in an edgy position since it has just left the 
world of the living and not yet become a full member of the afterworld. In other 
words, every newly dead is a new comer in the afterworld and is yet to be fully 
accepted to the world of the dead. Only after stages of self-reflection, will the spirit 
be able to recognize its own situation, and, only after traveling through the path of 
death and going through nether bureaucratic registration and interrogation, will the 
new soul be recognized by the old members of the underworld. Mortuary ceremonies 
prepared by the spirit's living descendants are meant to help the deceased to get 
through these stages more easily. Only after this process will the dead be able to 
transform its ambiguous and marginal sin yan identity to the proper ancestral status. 
Managing Spiritual Need 
Analyses by James Watson (1982, 1988b) and long Chee Kiong (1990) has also 
stressed the transforming function of Chinese funeral rituals. To them, the purpose 
of Chinese death rituals is to control the dead and transform it from a potential 
malevolent spirit to a benevolent ancestor. However, such interpretation is not 
common among my informants. The idea that the newly dead is a potential evil ghost 
and the purpose of rituals is to control the dead from going wide sounds very alien to 
both the mourning families or funerary professionals. 
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Rather than being a potential malevolent spirit, the sin yan is said to have become 
quite vulnerable and weak. According to some Taoist priests, the soul of the newly 
dead uses to float around in a trance. In the first seven days after death, it is not quite 
sure of its own death and likes to go to places where it usually visits. Sometimes it 
hovers around the dead body of itself and may be scared by its own unpleasant look. 
It is in a stage not yet recognizing its own death and may still be burdened with many 
unfulfilled wishes and earthly worries. 
Thus one main function of the funerary ritual chanting is to soothe the dead's mind 
and cater for its spiritual need for peace. Commoners in Hong Kong may not have 
much knowledge about how rites of sutra-chanting work and how different hell 
officials operate. But a common sense recognizing the beneficiary nature of rituals for 
the dead does exist. People use to say，da faan cheung jaai bei kui�(打番場齋比佢）， 
literally meaning to conduct a jaai ritual for the dead. The manner in which it is said 
often implies doing the dead something good. Sometimes, professionals may explain 
roughly to people how jaai ritual is good for the dead. However, most explanation is 
so simplified that the message people get is practically 'ritual is good for both the 
dead and the living' since ,sin yan hui dak on lok, hau yan yik wooi hd (先人去得安 
樂，後人亦會好)，which means it is good for the living if the dead goes to the 
otherworld peacefully. 
A more sophisticated explanation from ritual specialists of how rituals work is as 
follows. First, different texts of sutras are actually words of wisdom from saints and 
gods. During funeral ceremony, the dead's spirit, having wandering around in a 
trance, is summoned by the priest to the ritual place to listen to sutra chanting. The 
dead comes to realize the reality of its death. Also, by listening to these words of 
wisdom attentively, it may cleanse its mind of worldly worries, and reflect on its 
own past deeds. It becomes more ready to accept its own fate and acknowledge its 
own marginality. With a cleansed and settled mind, the dead may go through the 
passage of hell more smoothly. Some priests say that the dead's fate actually rests in 
its own hands since it depends on the dead's own willingness to accept the do lei (道 
理)，reasons, of the sutras. 
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Moreover, every time when there is a new death, wandering souls may lurk around. 
It is said that wandering ghosts also yearn for a chance to hear sutras. Thus during 
chanting rituals, wandering ghosts gather around. By calming wandering spirits in the 
surroundings, sutra chanting helps safeguard the dead from potential harassment by 
other spirits. As a new comer of the nether world, the sin yan may also be threatened 
by hungry ghosts who are likely to rob from new ghosts. There are ritual sections in 
the funerary ceremonies particularly catering for the need of these unsettled ghost-
spirits. Mock paper and food will be offered to them. Thus by conducting ritual 
ceremony for their beloved deceased, the descendant are at the same time doing some 
charitable work which may attribute to the sin yan's merits. 
Thus, death rituals help to assure a smooth passage into the underworld. Lights and 
lanterns are lit to lead the deceased onto the death path. In ritual performance, the 
new soul is symbolically led by his ancestors to go through a long path and finally 
reach and cross the bridge abridging the world of the living and the dead. The rite of 
touring through the ten nether courts also informs the dead of the reality of the 
underworld. 
In other words, rituals are basically employed for helping the dead to accommodate 
to its new liminal situation and to get over such stage more easily. Being rid of 
troubles and worries and understanding its own marginality (being dead), the sin yan 
starts off onto its death journey more peacefully. Being protected from external 
harassment and guided by other familial ancestors, the sin yan will not lose its way. 
For most commoners, the general function of rituals is to chiu do sin yan (超渡先人)， 
transcending the deceased. Only after the proper passage to hell will the sin yan 
attain its new proper status in the underworld where it waits for its turn for being 
putting back onto the big wheel of reincarnation. 
To conclude, funeral rituals are done not so much as to control and pin down the 
dead per se, but rather to protect it and help it to get by. The funeral is a process of 
identity-acquiring passage in which the sin yan, after going through difficult path and 
different stages, is able to be incorporated into the proper nether world where it 
obtains its new full membership in the ancestor world. 
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Managing Bodily Need 
Food offerings 
In the above section, I have elaborated how the sutra chanting and related rituals 
cater for the spiritual need of the soul. Below, I will show how people take care of 
the bodily need of the soul. 
Many Chinese believe that the soul does not only survive beyond death, but also 
needs to feed on food and live in houses. As Yu (1987: 378) pointed out, "ancient 
Chinese were extremely hunger-conscious about their ancestors in the afterworld". 
Food is one of the main categories of mortuary offerings and symbolizes the 
reciprocal relationship of the deceased and the living (Thompson 1988). Today, 
many people still bring with them food to the cemeteries or tablets temples to pay 
tribute to their ancestors. Some Taoist priests said that people do not need to 
worship and feed the ancestors of the previous fourth generation and above since 
these ancestors have probably been reincarnated. 
In today's funerals, there are standard sets of food offerings which include pig heads, 
pork, chicken, fresh fruit and longevity buns. Other than these, duck, fish, special 
buns and dumplings may be added according to ethnic traditions. It is also common 
for mourning families to bring the dead's favorite food or drinks to the offering table. 
During my observation in a coffin shop, I heard two sisters discuss about bringing a 
cup of milk tea from a particular cha chaan teng (茶餐廳)，tea restaurant, for their 
deceased father since the father used to have a cup of such milk tea everyday. In 
another case, a sixty-year-old man instructed the rite manager to buy some Chinese 
dim sam (點心)，dumplings, including siu maai (燒賣 ) and ha gaau (蝦餃 ) to be 
offered to his deceased mother on the day of farewell. If the deceased were smokers, 
the families would usually brought to the ritual altars the deceased's favorable brands 
of cigarettes. 
A Taoist priest explained that the dead cannot actually eat the food, but can enjoy 
the essence of it, which is like a crowd of air. For the living, seeing the abundant 
amount of food being displayed on the altar table is tantamount to seeing the 
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deceased enjoying such lavishness and richness. 
Paper objects offerings 
The other main category of offerings catering to the material need of the deceased 
comprises paper objects and paper money. In the funerals, the amount of paper 
money burnt for the dead can be uncountable. It is not rare to see families bringing to 
the funeral hall dozens of bags of folded gold-silver. In the funeral hall, they will 
continue to fold many more with the collected strength of dozens of descendant. I am 
not sure how much each of these folded gold-silver values, but the face value of each 
hell banknote often amounts to millions and billions. There are also US dollars mock 
notes of fifty thousand or one hundred thousand. The institute issuing such paper 
money is written as Bank of Hell (冥府銀行)• 
While bunches of paper hell cash, mock paper, folded gold-silver are put into the red 
treasury boxes or suit boxes, the deceased is seen to be extremely wealthy as the 
descendant have deposited great amount of money and treasures for him. No 
professionals explain to me seriously why the face values of such mock cash are so 
high. However, one time when I talked to two women who were folding silver and 
gold for their deceased grandmother, I was told that it is because everything in hell is 
very expensive. They got this information from a friend who was a spirit medium. 
They were also told that those who live in hell can buy anything but coffins. 
Apart from paper money, most families also offer a basic set of paper objects as 
noted earlier. Adding to the set can be electrical appliances, cassette and cassette 
tapes, air-conditioners, car with driver, boat, yacht and aeroplane. For those who had 
mahjong hobby, a mahjong table with three companions is often a must. Other 
interesting objects that I saw and heard of include big horses and black-suited body 
guards. For the Chiuchow people, a paper bed with pillows and blankets, face 
washing basin and kettles are compulsory items. Money spent on buying these 
paper objects amounts from a few thousand to a few tens of thousand. 
Paper goods offerings have been a persistent rite in Chinese funerals. It is done by 
burning all the paper objects and money which was believed to be received by the 
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deceased for practical use in their afterlife. Not much has yet been done in analyzing 
this particular rite of paper objects burning in Chinese funerals. Such rite, within the 
context of urban funerals, and conducted in the space of the backyard of modern 
funeral premises, may inspire us with some new analytical angles. One may say that 
this is only part of the routine of the whole ceremony. Yes, it is. However, seeing all 
these people marching out from the well-lit funeral parlour into the darkness with 
their hands holding all the paper objects, one cannot help but feeling subdued to the 
enchanted atmosphere (see figure 10 to 13). During this ritual time, one can see bands 
of mourning families, dressed in stark mourning white clothes, standing in the sheer 
darkness, facing the golden churning flame, yell into the air in the hope of 
communicating with some invisible 'beings'. People call out, "grandfather, get the 
things", or "mother, get the things", when they see different paper items being 
pushed into the flame by the funeral home staff. While some mourners weep, others 
may enjoy their yelling with playful tones. 
What makes people spend thousands or tens of thousands on these paper good and 
push them all into fire without hesitation? Some informants commented that this is a 
typical Hong Kong way. Hong Kong people are famous for their materialism. So 
when they die, they bring with them such materialistic desires. Their families help 
them to fulfill such wishes. I do not object to this casual common sense judgement. 
But I would like to provide another angle which may inspire a deeper thought of this 
peculiar phenomenon. 
To me, it is the paper money, together with all the reality-mimicking paper objects 
that help to construct the 'material reality' of the nether world and the soul. It is 
impossible for the living to 'see' the underworld, or to behold the existence of the 
soul. However with the miniatures of the garden mansion, the television set and the 
mahjong table, people's imagination is allowed to stretch to such an extent that the 
"life" of the deceased has come to life and become imaginable. The dead still needs a 
house to live in, and money to pay for things. 
In fact, through the abundant amount of paper objects, the living succeed in 
constructing a material life and environment for the deceased in visible term. In other 
words, the pile of paper objects helps to objectify the existence of the soul and its 
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afterlife by turning something invisible into something visible. At the same time, the 
living also succeed in creating a life of the soul that they themselves have to take care 
of . 
Another point for discussion is the use of fire for destroying the paper objects. Fire 
is used worldwide in religious acts. However, its metaphor may not be the same 
everywhere. De Groot in his voluminous writing on Chinese funeral rituals has hinted 
on the use of fire as metaphor of purification and remedy for curing diseases. It also 
possesses the power of expelling devils (De Groot 1892-1910: 941-952). 
In Taoist ritual, many rites are performed with fire, a most common one is burning 
talismans (符).In funeral rituals, a strip of burning talisman is a symbolic fire pen 
(火筆）used for dotting paper objects. After the rite of dotting, the objects are 
supposed to come to life. The use of fire in the rite is a symbolic act for infusing the 
objects with life. Thus the act of placing all paper objects in fire may also imply the 
life-infusing function. 
Being obliterated in the fire, the paper objects are reduced to the 'invisible'. The 
whole process of burning and disappearance of the materiality is allegoric to the 
process of death. Death brings about the disappearance of a physical life while 
creating an invisible soul-life. The physical destruction of the paper objects also 
generates an "invisible usefulness" of the objects. 
The fact is that the 'reality' of such paper objects, though mimicking real 
commodities, is too 'unreal' to last long. Destruction of the materiality of the objects 
is an extreme way to retain its reality since it lingers into people's imaginative mind 
and allows imagination to work on. Thus diminishing paper objects into black ashes 
and crowd of smoke is a way for sustaining the imagined reality of the existence of 
afterlife. 
Reciprocity and Offerings 
Concerning the phenomenon of paper offerings, Janet Lee Scott (1997: 234) has 
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aptly pointed out, "No matter how small or how large the family fortune, how 
minimal or how advanced the level of education, family members of the deceased will 
endeavor to provide materials for the comfort of the deceased." 
She is also right in saying that the proportional reciprocal nature of this gift offering 
to the departed stressed in previous studies (Watson 1988a; Tong 1990) does not 
apply to the present Hong Kong situation. "Further, no matter how important these 
offerings were considered to be, the majority of respondents also declared that the 
ancestors would not necessarily bless them more if they gave more offerings. That is, 
they saw no automatic or necessary link between the amount of offerings rendered 
and the nature of benefits to be obtained, nor did they perceive any relationship 
between the quality or costliness of the offerings and the level of benefits to be 
gained, if any" (Scott 1997: 237). 
The generational and social structure of urban Hong Kong has undergone drastic 
changes in the past few decades and has become quite different from that of rural and 
lineage communities. A large part of today's Hong Kong population are immigrants 
from mainland China from 1940s to 1960s. These immigrants gave birth to the first 
local-bom generation of Hong Kong who are now around the age of thirty to fifty. 
This generation is also the one who witness Hong Kong's urban development and 
took advantage of the social development and economic take-off in the seventies and 
eighties. They generally enjoy a better economic life than their parents did when the 
parents were of the same age. They are also the ones who feed their old parents in 
the present time. 
In contrast to rural villages where people inherit land and property from parents, 
Hong Kong people today are mostly wage earners and do not depend on parents for 
economic inheritance. For many of those in their middle age, not only do they not 
materially inherit anything from their deceased parents, they are the ones paying for 
the big expenses of their parents' funerals. For many, funerary offerings are not done 
with an expectation of reciprocal material gain from the ancestors. 
This is not to say, however, that the living do not expect any blessing from the 
ancestors at all. The point is that the motivation of today's funerary offerings is not 
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calculated on a point to point reciprocal basis. In Emily Ahern's Taiwan study, she 
found that people find no reason to worship ancestors if they are not left with any 
property or land (Ahem 1973). People in Hong Kong today firstly wish the deceased 
a better off material life under earth. Some people may in return hope for health for 
the whole family and smoothness in work. However, this is not treated as seriously 
as before. 
Skeptics and Mystics 
Although I have said so much about the belief in the survival of the soul and the 
effort in catering to the needs of the ancestors in their afterlife, I do not intend to 
ignore the great number of people who are skeptical about all these supernatural 
beliefs. The homogeneity of rituals does not guarantee the unity of belief. Ideologies 
and interpretations underlying such ritual reality are complex and superfluous. 
In fact, while the majority of people still conform to the cultural way of managing 
death (employing ritual specialists, offering paper objects and burning incense etc), 
there has been a constant stress against "superstition". Taking too seriously of the 
ritual details and taboos are often labeled by the professionals as well as common 
people as 'superstitious'. More detailed analysis of the discourse on superstition will 
be discussed in the next chapter. In this section, I shall focus on the complex feelings 
and the diverse interpretations people have towards death and death rituals. 
Taking into consideration a general agnostic view among the younger generation, it 
should not be too wrong in saying that most of the people are skeptics to different 
degrees. People can be both mystics and skeptics. The view that I depicted in the 
previous sections, somehow represent a general goodwill of people toward the 
deceased. On one level they hope that ritual performing and paper offerings can help 
the dead, but on the other level, they are not so sure of their efficacy. 
During my field research last summer, I attended a series of talks about death and 
funeral arrangement organized by St. James' Settlement, a local social organization. 
One recurrent question asked by the participants was whether the deceased actually 
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gets the paper stuff and is able to use them. Such question was usually followed by a 
responsive laughter from the audience, showing concomitant doubt and sense of 
humour. Such questions were answered by funerary professionals in a similar way, "I 
have never received such things, I do not know." The paradox is that even with 
lasting doubts and queries, offering paper money and paper objects has become an 
indispensable part of funeral ritual. Many people did not hide their uneasy feeling if 
things were not burnt. 
The dilemma lies here is that no one can be very sure of the 'truth'. No one I met has 
experienced death or life after death. The efficacy of the ways people employ to help 
the deceased can only be confirmed or denied in people's imaginations. Although 
agnosticism has been one of the common sentiments among modem people, most 
agnostics are not too ready to give up the cultural ways of managing death. With 
doubts and queries, many still cling to prescribed traditions. Most of them may not 
understand and are not eager to know what the ritual details are about, they let the 
professionals interpret them for them. And they do not drain themselves in getting an 
absolute answer for the 'truth'. They follow what others tell them to do because other 
people say that the rituals are good for the deceased and other people have been 
doing that too. "Tradition" and "the majority way" can assure oneself of the 
pertinence of what one has been doing. 
Another point to note is that the field of death management is often a fertile ground 
for producing ghost stories and mysterious experiences. It is a particular time and 
space in which people hear and think about the different sorts of interpretations of 
the realm of ghosts and ghostly matters. It is also the prime time for gossips and 
rumours of ghost stories to run wide. For example, people have to prepare a meal for 
the deceased during the time of wooi wan (回魂),retuming-souL Taoist priests may 
tell the mourning people to observe some taboos in order not to offend the spirits. 
There are also recurrent stories from mourning people about hearing strange sound or 
seeing shadows during such nights. 
In urban Hong Kong, the world of ghosts and spirits is still agilely expressed in all 
sorts of ghost stories and gossips among commoners. During my fieldwork, I heard a 
variety of ghost stories when I was hanging around places like funeral homes, 
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temples and coffin shops. These ghost stories were transmitted to me and from me to 
others. Through gossips and rumours, individual mysterious experiences somehow 
become group experiences. Apart from the different versions of wooi wan ghost 
stories, there are still many other enchanting ones produced in people's dreams or 
during consultation with spirit mediums. 
One story from an informant was about his deceased father. A few years ago his 
father died unexpectedly at home. After he bought for the father an expensive good-
quality coffin, he went with some relatives to a spirit medium to ask for the plight of 
the father. No sooner did the father 'appear', he blamed the son for being too 
extravagant and wasteful in spending so much on the coffin. 
Another informant said that her grandfather died many years ago when the family 
was still very poor. At the time, the family could not afford to offer much in the 
funeral. Years afterwards, the family went to consult a spirit medium who told them 
that the grandfather had no house of his own and had been living in the great 
grandfather's house all through the years. Having received such message, the 
informant's family immediately burnt a paper garden mansion for the grandfather. 
One impressive story was about a seventy-five-year-old woman dreaming of the 
deceased husband's elder sister during the period when the family was arranging the 
seven-day rituals for the deceased. The old woman said this elder sister had died 
decades ago. In the dream, the sister blamed her for looking down upon her since she 
had not prepared a treasure bag for he/. The sister also asked for a treasure bag for 
her little brother who died at the age of seven many years ago. Since the old woman 
did not know the name of the little brother, she asked the sister about it. The sister 
told her the nickname of this little brother, whom she had never heard of from her 
deceased husband. Troubled by the message of the dream, the woman called a 
surviving sister of her husband to confirm about the name. The sister said that it was 
correct. Thus the old women added to the list of paper offerings two more treasure 
bags on which the names of the elder sister and the little brother were written. 
4 During funerary ceremonies, apart from offering paper treasures to the deceased, mourning families 
also offer treasure bags (holding paper clothes, mock paper and money) to other ancestors of the 
families. Names of the ancestors are written on the bags. In cases of forgotten names, people will 
write ancestors of such and such family. 
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The point I want to make is that urban Hong Kong people are actually leading a life 
mixed with both secular ideology and mystical experiences. Ghosts, in their immense 
varied forms, often have a place in people imaginative mind. People may not have 
first-person mystical experiences of ghostly matters, but they must have some 
second-hand or third-hand ones. The living experiences of modem Hong Kong 
Chinese are embedded in a mixture of secular and mystical climate. At time of death, 
the realm of ghosts can be more powerful in re-enchanting and mysticalizing people's 
experiences which form part of the meanings of death management. 
Among the skeptics of different levels, at one extreme end, there are a number of 
people who insisted on a secular view. For them, rituals were employed for a number 
of practical reasons. The first compelling one was to act according to the wish of the 
deceased. I shall elaborate on this in the next section. There were yet other pressures 
that forced them to conform. They said, "If I do not do all these stuff, I will certainly 
be criticized by the relatives as being unfilial." Although these people showed a 
strong dislike of the ritual performers and denied the usefulness of the rituals, they 
were unwilling to lose face when dealing with the cultural pressures exerted on them 
by other people. A 'good-looking' funeral is a good show for preventing potential 
criticism from relatives. Such 'relatives', never identified who and which by the 
informants, are a special category of people playing the role of cultural referees who 
have critical eyes for the well implementation of the prescribed traditions. Culture in 
this sense is social pressure, asserting constraints on people's behaviour and forcing 
individuals in conforming. Owing to this social pressure, no matter how unwilling one 
is, one has to 'fall prey' to the funerary businesses. 
Some professionals also told me that another key point affecting people's manner in 
ritual employment was the family's financial strength. Since there is no end in 
calculating how much is enough for funerary expenditure, spending according to one's 
ability also becomes part of the discourse of death management. One spends on one's 
deceased parent according to one's financial situation; if one can afford more, one 
should buy more for the deceased, if not, one buys less. People usually conclude by 
saying "it should be fine if one feels sam on lei dak 安理得)’’，that means feeling 
at ease in heart and in reason. 
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Pragmatic Affection and Filial Piety 
I believe that a governing sentiment in death management is a general obligatory 
feeling toward the deceased. People strive to offer the dead a 'good' funeral What is a 
good funeral? I put the question to different people. A salesperson said, "The coffin 
is good, the ritual is good, and the grave is good." Some others stressed the 
atmosphere of the funeral, "It should be attended by many people, and is yitnaau 熱 
鬧（of vehement atmosphere)." Apart from these, many of the younger generation 
said that the funeral should be conducted in ways preferred by deceased. Since the 
funeral was done for the deceased, they had to respect what the dead wanted. 
Although most of the dead may not have pinpointed in what style they might like 
their funerals to be, many of their offsprings would assume that they would like it to 
be done in a more traditional way. In fact, the employment of traditional rituals is 
often for fulfilling the wish of the living old parent as well as the departed. As one 
couple in their forties said, 'Since the old (parent) is still there, we must respect her. 
The old usually wants things done in traditional way.' Though timidly, I usually 
proceeded to ask people what they would prefer for their own funeral, some did not 
hesitate to say that they would prefer a simpler and cleaner one. To them, rituals 
today are too complicated and troublesome, and paper burning and incense offerings 
have been producing too much smoke and stuffy air. 
In some cases, the deceased had expressed strong views on how the funeral should be 
conducted. An example was from the Ong family in which the Ong mother died. 
Among the different orders the eighty-year-old mother had given, one was about how 
to conduct the rite of crossing-the-bridge. She had instructed her daughters that at the 
rite of bridge-crossing, there should be a live duck placed under the bridge. While the 
eldest daughter consulted the Taoist priest for this matter, the priest was stunned 
and said he had never heard of Sun dak^  (順德）people doing such rite in such way. 
He later explained perhaps the mother's living place might be near to some seaside 
where people created such practice. 
5 Sun dak is the home town of the deceased mother. It is a place in south Kwangtung province. 
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Since the eldest daughter stressed that it was a repeated order of the mother before 
she died, the priest had no choice but to follow the instruction. The matter was made 
more complicated since after a bird flu paranoia happened in late 1997, the 
government had ordered all ducks to be slaughtered collectively in public slaughter-
houses. It meant that it was not possible to find a live duck from the urban markets. 
The priest finally solved the problem by going early in the morning to some poultry 
raisers in the New Territories to find a live duck for the ceremony. 
No matter how agnostic or skeptical people are against religious beliefs and rituals, 
filial piety is the pivot point in death management. People may not show extreme 
grief in funeral time, but they show their concern for serving the parents for the last 
time. They may not be sure if the soul of the departed will still live a life, but they 
certainly wish it a better one if it does lives on. People are concerned about their own 
haau sam (孝心、)，filial love which becomes the prime motivating force for serving the 
spirit. A belief in surviving soul is not enough to induce people's incentive to nourish 
the soul's need. The soul may feel hungry, but the living are not obliged to feed it. To 
many people, haau (孝)is one main reason for taking up all the troubles in the course 
of death management. 
In fact, no matter in the past or at present, funerary arrangement is often guided by 
the principle of haau. As Hsu stated, one of the purposes of funeral is to fulfill the 
obligation of the living towards the deceased parents (Hsu 1959). Since everyone 
owes to the parents for giving life and bringing them up, while the parents are still 
alive, the children have to feed and shelter the parents. Upon death of the parents, 
the obligation of the children does not end, but continues through death by serving 
the parents' afterlife. 
However, I argue that the filial love toward parents may not be the same as it was in 
the past. When talking to funerary workers, I often heard the comment that people 
today are not as filial as before. Examples they gave are mourning period is much 
shorter; rituals much simpler; and mourning attitude less serious. Some informants 
also commented that there were people not willing to kneel at the fiineral hall to 
show respect for visitors and the deceased. I am not sure how less filial people are, 
but I think the ways people show concern for the deceased parents have been 
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changed. 
In the past, the relationship of parents and children was embedded with much more 
ritual bondage in which both the seniors and the juniors are affixed to certain ritual 
gestures and behavior. Kowtow (叩頭)，kneeling and bowing, is one example. Children 
in the past were more obliged to kowtow to parents in festivity rituals and even in 
daily morning greetings. In the present time, the relationship of parents and children 
is less ritualistic. 
In the context of funerals, kneeling, weeping and wailing were expected acts from 
mourners. Mucus from noses was not to be wiped in order to show tremendous 
sorrow. One informant said that few decades ago，he had seen mourners sticking fake 
mucus to cheat. Today, rather than stressing on the performance of the ritual body 
and outward expression of emotion, people put more emphasis on their heartful good 
wish for the deceased. 
To some middle class families, the gesture of kneeling, for example，was unacceptable 
since "it looks stupid". Some also see traditional mourning garb as unsightly and 
clumsy. The attitude of these families may not necessarily has anything to do with 
whether people are more or less hau, but is related to different systems in reading 
ritual acts and a different system of aesthetic of social gestures and body control. 
In fact, people today hold a kind of pragmatic affection toward the dead，especially 
in respect to the fact that most people have a longer life expectancy and have died a 
good death in their old age. In this sense, people are holding a more pragmatic view of 
the fact of death, but toward the deceased parent, they still show a heartful concern 
for the deceased's good future. This is a modem-style pragmatic affection for the 
deceased. 
Summary 
There has been an ongoing concern about meanings of rituals in anthropological 
studies. In fact, more and more researchers have been concerned with the inconsistent 
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and uncertain meanings that informants attribute to rituals they traditionally perform. 
In the case of Chinese death rituals, I have noted that though rituals are 
homogeneous, meanings can be diverse. Perhaps it would be helpful to distinguish 
meanings into two levels. People's knowledge may be insufficient for explaining the 
meanings or implications of ritual details (they leave the job to the specialists), 
however, they do not fail to see rituals as something done for the well-being of the 
deceased. 
No matter how shallow people's knowledge about the content of rituals is, and how 
doubtful people's attitudes towards the effects of the rituals are，the general 
discourse of "doing something good for the sin yan''(為 了 先人好)constitutes one 
part of the meanings of the rituals. By doing something generally approved to be 
right, the living in turn assure themselves that at least they have not been wrong. 
Doubts may not be all cast off, assurance is to a certain extent made at heart. One 
feels good and at ease because "things are already done" in an endeavour to nourish 
"all the needs" of the dead. The phrase sam on lei dak (>ll�安理得)，feeling at ease in 
heart and in reason, is widely used to describe such state of mind and become a 
reason in itself for conducting funeral rituals. Thus, we can say that funerals, which 
are supposed to be conducted for the dead, are at the same time done for the living 
(for feeling at ease in heart and in reason). 
Apart from this, people make meanings by drawing reference from other available 
discourses，such as following traditions or what other people do, spending money 
according to one's ability, and putting on a good show for the living. Above all, death 
and the plight of the deceased involve much uncertainty to which human imagination 
has to work on so as to make some sense out of it. Such uncertainty and the different 
discourses may seem to make things messy and superfluous. However, to the 
common people 1 talked to，they did not bother to drain their imagination too much 
to find a 'logical view' or fixed belief out of such messiness. Most of them are passive 
culture carriers and interpreters who help culture persist by not asking why it does 




Management of Death Pollution 
Death pollution had played a key role in affecting Chinese people's way of death 
management. De Groot in last century had depicted how people in Amoy took 
precautions in fending off bad influences of pollution after going to a mortuary house 
(De Groot 1892-1910: 33). James Watson (1982) in his study on Cantonese villagers 
in Hong Kong analysed in detail the theme of pollution and stressed that the fear of 
Chinese people toward the dead has much to do with pollution. Tong Chee Kiong 
(1993: 91) also wrote about death pollution in Singapore Chinese funerals and 
described "how the various rites provide the means for converting an unpredictable, 
polluting and dangerous event into a predictable and benign outcome". 
In Hong Kong, death pollution is still a common theme in death management. 
However, rather than resonating with the narrative of Watson who saw the newly 
dead as the sole source of pollution in a funeral, I shall illustrate the concept of 
pollution with the idea of inauspiciousness of death, and other related concepts such 
as dirty things and conflicts, in order to show the various sources and complex 
operation of death pollution. 
Moreover, I shall analyse death pollution in line with the theme of manageability. 
One thing peculiar about Chinese concept in death pollution is that it is highly 
polluting, but at the same time highly manageable. I shall show the various ways, 
ranging from small individual gestures, personal magic to formal rites, people use to 
protect themselves from pollution. 
Pollution 
What is pollution? Mary Douglas in her remarkable book Purity and Danger (1966) 
has defined dirt as something "out of place". Where there is dirt, there is a system of 
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classification of values since dirt is something that disrupts cherished orders and 
classifications. Pollution brings about unwelcome ambiguity, confusion, and disorder. 
Thus when things are being polluted, something has to be done for purification and 
bringing back order. 
Pollution and purity is a pair of cultural concepts affecting many aspects of social life 
in many societies. The Encyclopedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology (1996: 
437) explains the concept of pollution as follows: 
Societies related pollution to their moral values, with rites and practices aimed 
at reducing risk and danger to their people. And they devised ways of clearly 
demarcating, ordering and controlling sources of pollution, with the overall 
goal to protect their social and cosmological orders. 
Death brings disorder to the living. Funeral rituals are in turn done to bring back 
order. Death produces a suspicious dead body which is seen to have crossed the 
boundary of life and is thus a source of danger and pollution. Robert Hertz (1960), 
was one of the earliest who dealt particularly with the wet (corruptible flesh) and dry 
(bone) body symbolism of the cadaver in parallel with the disrupture and achieving of 
identities. James Watson (1982: 180), following such line of thought, located 
discussion of Chinese death pollution exclusively on the deceased. He distinguished 
death pollution into active (from the spirit released upon death) and passive ones 
(from the rotting corpse). Funeral rites are performed to deal with such pollution and 
at the same time attain a transformation of the deceased's identity. 
Chinese Death Pollution 
Inauspiciousnes s 
Rather than seeing the dead person as the main source of pollution, I should stress 
that pollution lies in the very fact of death itself. To Chinese people, death is 
considered as something dirty since it upsets the normal order. Such disorder does 
not only mean the loss of life of a family member, but also implies bad fortune 
brought by death itself. Death creates a crowd of inauspicious yin air contrasting to 
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the yang air that surrounds living people. When death befalls a family, it not only 
pollutes the person who dies, but also the whole family. At time of death, the family 
is imposed by an air of inauspiciousness. The very fact that though many people 
today do not die at home, yet the house of the concerned family is still perceived as 
surrounded by an air of inauspiciousness, confirms such argument. The fate of death 
itself is enough to bring about the polluting inauspiciousness to the family. That is 
why family members of a newly dead should refrain from visiting other people's 
home, lest they will bring bad luck to others. Nor should people go to a house of 
which a member has just died, irrespective of whether the person dies at home or not. 
In everyday life, Chinese people are conscious of distinguishing things and words 
into ho yi tau (好意頭）or gat lei (吉利），auspicious and m ho yi tau (唔好意頭），or 
m gat lei (唔吉利)，inauspicious. During days of festivity, things related to or 
suggesting death are deliberately avoided to evade bad consequences. For example, the 
word "death" in Cantonese is sei (死)，which sounds similarly to "four", sei (四).The 
word "four", thus, should be avoided especially in New Year time. On the contrary, 
pun words that draw imagination on auspiciousness are mostly welcome. In general, 
Chinese people have a firm aversion to things that are m gat lei, inauspicious. 
Anything related to death, like a coffin, mock money, and mock papers, may arouse 
uneasiness of inauspiciousness, which is somehow contagious, and thus generating 
the fear of pollution. 
Death pollution should be seen as a kind of magical power, which works through 
mysterious and abstract operation. James Frazer has categorised magic into 
sympathetic and contagious ones (Frazer, [1911-1915]1979: 337-352). Tambiah 
([1973] 1979: 352-362) who challenged Frazer's idea of "primitive magic as a science 
that has failed", maintained that magical rites should be seen in a set of criteria of 
persuasion, transference and expansion of meanings that effects a change of the 
world. In the Chinese conception of death pollution, pollution works through 
physical contact and vicinity as well as metaphorical imagination. One is more likely 
to be polluted if one comes close to the area or source of pollution, or touches or 
looks at such sources. The house of a dead person can be a source of pollution. 
Coming close to such a house is avoided. This logic also applies to hospitals, funeral 
homes and coffin shops which are places handling dead people and death matters. 
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Pollution also exists in objects suggesting death such as coffins, funerary paper 
objects, and mock money. Thus touching a coffin is an act of taboo, a look at it is also 
discouraged. That is why some people avert their eyes or quicken their steps when 
they walk pass a coffin shop. 
Apart from the general idea of inauspiciousness and pollution borne out of death and 
death related matters, I should also like to draw readers' attention to a few terms 
commonly used by people and forming part of the idea of pollution. The purpose of 
distinguishing these concepts is to point out the complicated nature of Chinese death 
pollution which involves a handful of polluting sources that produce different effects 
on different individuals in different contexts. 
Laat taatye 邋遢臂(Dirty things) 
People use to call the funeral home a place of dirt. Even hospitals are seen as unclean 
places. The term lap tap is a Cantonese colloquial description of what is called 
angzang (骨充體)，dirty, in Mandarin. In the context of everyday life, laat taat can be 
used to describe anything unclean, including a mother blaming a son having made his 
shoes lap tap, or a child eating in way which makes his/her mouth and face laat taat. 
However, in the context of death pollution, the places mentioned above are laat taat 
not because they are full of dirt as the child's shoes, but because they are places full 
of laat taat ye, dirty things, referring to all ghostly matters such as hungry ghosts, 
wandering souls, baffled spirits, bad elements of yin air and inauspiciousness, etc. 
Thus, going to the funeral home to attend a funeral is in fact exposing oneself to all 
sorts of laat taat ye within the funeral home. Some Taoist priests also said that in the 
procession of death rituals, wandering souls may hover around. Therefore, in 
funerals, the more dangerous risks are actually not that much from the newly dead, 
but from other wandering and baffled spirits that are around the area. 
Most of the time when people say jong do laat taat ye (撞到邋遢<^卞），they mean 
coming into contact with ghostly matters, like wandering spirits. When one jong do 
laat taat ye, one may become polluted and falls ill, or falls into different kinds of 
mishaps. The term jong do literally means 'bumping into'. It somehow implies the 
98 
hectic and unexpected manner in which someone comes across with spirits. In fact, 
many people do not know they have done so until strange and bad things happen. 
Then laat taatye is accounted for such misfortune. Thus laat taat ye may or may not 
be 'seen' by the person who comes across with it. On the other hand, not everyone 
jong do laat taat ye will be harmed. Some people claimed that they have seen some 
ghosts, but did not suffer from any abnormalities. Some Taoist priests explained that 
whether one will be influenced by dirty things depends on one's time-fortune (時運)， 
a term meaning individual luck related to one's fate with relation to the cosmological 
operation at different time. 
Chung faan 沖犯‘（conflicts) and gei 忌(taboos) 
These concepts refer to any actions and presence of things or persons which may 
offend the spirits. They are related to a number of related taboos that have to be 
observed in time of death and funeral. 
Conflicts may occur in situations or due to human acts. When the living commit some 
taboos, mostly unintentionally, they create an act of mo faan (冒各巳）which offends 
the spirits. This is a one-way conflict. In funerals, examples of mo fan are wrong 
ways of folding mock paper or putting paper money into wrong types of bags or 
boxes. Stepping on ritual objects may also arouse fear of offending the spirits. At 
time of death, tablets of ancestors and gods of the deceased's house may also be 
offended by the situation and aura of death. Thus, the living have to cover them with 
pieces of paper. 
Seung chung (才目沖)，inter-conflict is a two-way conflict between the dead and living 
of certain ages. People of certain horoscopes are said to be in conflict with the 
deceased. It is created by some abstract effects from the order of cosmo in relation to 
the five attributes (五々亍）rules. It affects both the deceased and the living and is 
harmful to both parties if not properly handled. Since it is determined by the 
cosmological force, it is something out of the control of both the dead and the living. 
According to an experienced priest, Taoist priests in the New Territories use to 
calculate the conflict with the dead's date of death while Cantonese Taoist priests 
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who practise in urban area base on the date of burial or cremation for such calculation. 
With such dates, the priests can reveal people of certain horoscopes are in conflict 
with the deceased. 
In the past, people of such conflict did not attend the funeral. But today, such 
conflict can be 'solved' by just averting the eyes. During the funeral, there are two 
moments when guests of such inter-conflicts with the dead are asked to turn toward 
the doorway. It happens on the day of farewell at the moments of dai lim (大檢)， 
encoffining and koi gwoon (蓋才宫)，covering the coffin. This act is，however, only 
practised by the guests. Those dressing in mourning attires are considered to be of the 
same family of the deceased and do not need to observe such taboos (無忌). 
However, apart from those who are asked to avert their eyes, all others are asked to 
lower their heads to show their respect. 
Besides the family of the deceased, funerary workers and professionals are also in a 
state of "no taboo". Since they have to come into contact with dead people every 
day, it is impossible for them to avoid conflicts and pollution all the time. People in 
the profession use to say they are doing business and at the same time doing charity 
work. Since it is work, it should be baak mo gam gei (百無禁忌），meaning there are 
no taboos for them to observe. 
Some Principles Guiding the Operation of Pollution 
The above elaboration does not mean to give a comprehensive account for Chinese 
death pollution. It just briefly explains some of the most common relevant concepts. 
However, by distinguishing such various concepts, we may be able to acknowledge 
the different principles that affect the operation of pollution. In fact, pollution has 
different effects on different people in different contexts and at different times. 
Below I shall state some principal logic of pollution. 
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Contextual 
Although death is generally considered as inauspicious, deaths generate different 
levels of inauspiciousness. Some death can even be considered as auspicious death. In 
other words, not every situation of death is generating the same amount of pollution 
and fear. Bad death, for example，is considered to be the worst case of death and is 
generating the highest level of pollution. For example, for those who die in accidents 
or by committing suicide, their deaths are considered as most inauspicious and create 
an atmosphere of yuen hei (怨氣)，upset sentiment. People usually avoid going to 
such deaths' funerals. 
Contrarily, people die at very old age, like in their late nineties，and pass away 
peacefully with a full house of descendant are considered as good deaths and their 
funerals are named siu song (笑喪)，happy funeral. Instead of avoiding such funerals, 
people strive to go to these funerals in order to be blessed with longevity and luck. 
1 was told about stories of how in the old days siu song, funerals of very old people, 
were welcomed by neighbors and relatives. People were eager to attend such funerals 
and dined in meals provided by the families in order to be blessed by the luckiness. 
Attending such feasts was seen as eating sau faan (壽飯)，the rice of long living. In 
fact, for those who die at very old age, the funerals are usually happy ones with all 
the members of family sitting around, chatting and making jokes. Inauspiciousness 
was not a concern. 
Relational 
Pollution has different effects on people of different relationship to the deceased. 
According to a Taoist priest who has experiences of working both iti urban areas and 
the New Territories, Cantonese naam mohs believe that family members do not need 
to observe taboos. They do not need to worry about conflicts and inter-conflicts 
while guests attending funerals should be more cautious about conflicts. Hakka naam 
mos on the contrary believe that the mourning family members are more affected by 
the deceased and related taboos. 
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Above all, both professionals and commoners believe that there is a mystical 
descental connection between the deceased and the living. This means the destiny and 
plight of ancestors have effects on the lives of their descendants. Funerary 
professionals address this as fuk yam (福 ft), blessings and protection. Good grave 
fung sui (風水)，geomancy is said to bring good luck to the descendent. On the 
contrary, if the remains of the ancestors are left unburied, or buried in an 
uncomfortable position, the descendant will also feel uncomfortable and become sick. 
Today, most people are cremated and their ash remains are put into ash urns stored 
in columbaria, where um niches are built on a few-storeyed construction. Some 
people stressed to choose a higher level niche in order to protect the ancestor from 
being 'stepped on’ by others' ancestors. Some said that the ash niches should not be 
facing the sea so as not to let the ancestors absorb too much humidity. 
Interactive 
Inter-conflict caused by the cosmological rule and almanac order is a kind of pollution 
where the source of pollution comes from the very abstract operation of the cosmo. 
Thus it should be noted that the situations of pollution are created by the cosmo, the 
fate of the living (date of birth) and the dead (time of death) working interactively. 
This pollution is harmful to both the concerned living and the dead. So one should 
bear in mind that victims of pollution in funerals are not just the living, but also the 
dead. 
Managing Pollution 
While death pollution seems ubiquitous in funerals, the ways of dealing with it are 
also numerous. They range from euphemistic rhetorics, individual gestures, private 
magic to formal rituals. 
Private rites 
What is interesting is the fact that while many Chinese people have been cultivated to 
feel natural aversion and uneasiness against death pollution, they have also developed 
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natural personal magic to deal with such uneasy feelings and fear of potential 
pollution. 
One night when I was in a funeral parlour, there were many big paper objects piled 
up in the corridor outside one funeral room. In front of the pile, somebody had placed 
a bag of rice with some burning incense on the ground. Passers-by often 
unintentionally stepped on the rice bag. Most of those who did so immediately 
closed their hands and bowed to the bag. They were afraid of having committed 
unknown taboos with such unintentional act. The act of bowing back is a natural 
gesture to wipe away potential conflicts. 
In some occasions, potential pollution can just be shed off by saying a few 
auspicious and consoling words. It usually occurred when people worry about having 
done something wrong. When they consulted the priest or the salesperson, the 
professional might just say, "It doesn't matter, baak mo kam gei (百無禁忌)".That 
means no need to worry, there are no taboos, everything is all right. People seemed to 
be relieved after hearing such words. 
Older people have other private magical ways to cope with pollution. A common one 
is to wash oneself with some water dipped with different kinds of plant leaves’ 
Different people may use different plants. Some people may keep talismans to ward 
off bad influence. Putting on oneself special lucky signs, such as some jade or gold 
ornaments, is also popular. 
Gat yi (吉儀)’ The rite of luck 
The rite of gatyi has become one the most prominent rites in funerals. It becomes so 
outstanding because it is observed in both Chinese and Christian funerals. Today，ga广 
yi is a small white envelop holding a otie-dollar-coin, a piece of sweet and a piece of 
white tissue paper, which is to be distributed by the mourning family to visitors in 
funerals. 
On the one hand, it is seen as a reciprocal rite (回禮）for people who come to the 
funeral and give mourning money to the bereaved family. On the other hand, it is also 
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a rite for keeping off pollution. All participants attending a funeral have the chance of 
being polluted. Gat yi can be seen as a protective rite. The fact that such rite is 
retained in Christian funerals has shown how much Hong Kong Chinese people are 
concerned with the problem of pollution and the importance of dealing with it 
ritually. Although some Christians claim that such rite is used for appeasing non-
Christian visitors, many Christians do follow the general way of treating ^gatyi, that 
is eating the candy and spending the one-dollar-coin before going back home. 
In fact, the form of today's gat yi is a reinvention of tradition. In the 1950s and 
1960s, the term gat yi was not yet commonly used. People who attended the wake 
rituals were presented with white packets (白、名氏例是）.It was a coin wrapped in 
mock paper. At the same time, candies were placed on the reception table for visitors 
to consume. On the day of burial, visitors were distributed with white towels. 
The white packet is meant to get back an auspicious sign. In colloquial term, it is for 
lohfaan goh yi tau (骧番明個意頭)• Though the coin is supposed to be protective, it is 
not to be brought home, since it is anyhow something from a funeral. Funeral is 
something bitter and unhappy, the sweet is on the contrary a representation of 
sweetness and happiness. The white towel on the one hand represents 
auspiciousness and on the other hand performs a practical function for wiping tears 
and sweat. 
The form of today's gat yi was developed since the 1980s. At the time, standardized 
white envelops were produced by funerary shops. For a period of time, people put 
into it a coin, a piece of candy and a small white towel. However, in the early 1990s, 
some funerary salespeople started to persuade people to replace the towel with 
tissue paper since the white towels were often discarded without being used right 
after the funerals. It was common to see baskets of new white towels being disposed 
at the doorway of the funeral homes. In order to discourage such wastefulness, some 
funerary salespeople began to teach people to use tissue paper. 
Seung haau Jn•考 / tuet haau 
Seung haau, putting on the mourning clothes, is a rite done by juniors to show 
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respect to a deceased senior. It is also a ritual act symbolising taking up pollution. 
Arthur Wolf (1970) has elaborated on the complexity of the representations of 
Chinese mourning costume and pinpointed the importance of the red color on 
mourning costume for protecting people against pollution. 
Once having dressed in mourning garb, a person is polluted until mourning is 
removed. This is not only done by physically undressing the mourning clothes, but 
also by performing the rite of tuet haau, removal of mourning. In the past, many 
families mourned till the forty-nine days after the death of the deceased. Therefore 
when they put off the mourning clothes at the burial site, they had to put it on again 
when it came to the days of other post-burial rituals. Only after a formal rite of 
removal of mourning performed by the Taoist priest with chanting and distribution of 
ying hung (cessation of mourning) red packets would the mourning people regain a 
'normal' identity. 
Since the 1980s, in order to lessen hindrance to social life, the mourning period was 
gradually shortened. The common practice nowadays is to remove mourning once 
when the dead is cremated or buried, regardless whether more post-burial or post-
cremation services will be done. Removal of mourning is done under the guidance of 
the priest at the crematorium or cemetery and accomplished with the sharing of a 
meal of ying hung among the family members. 
Moreover, no matter whether mourning is removed, all families perform a rite of 
purification before leaving the burial or cremation site. The Taoist priest starts a fire 
with some mock paper beside the cremation hall or the burial plot and instructs the 
family members to step over it. This is named gwoh foh poon (過火盤）.The priest 
may also instruct the family to do another purification rite at home. It is done by 
dipping pomelo leaves into some water, and washing one's face and neck with such 
water. The rite is cdXlQ^sai yau sui (洗才由水). 
Some families may perform a final rite of purification for the house. It is usually done 
with the help of a Taoist priest who picks a propitious day for performing such rite. 
After this, the soul of the new ancestor can also be ritually invited to be seated on a 
new tablet at the family altar. 
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Bad Deaths 
Bad deaths due to suicide are the worst cases of inauspicious deaths and are often 
seen with suspicious eyes. Funerals of such deaths are thus seldom attended by large 
number of visitors. During my research, I came across three funerals of bad deaths. 
The first case was a woman in her fifties who killed herself by jumping off a building. 
The funeral was conducted in Christian style and was attended only by her sons and 
a couple of friends. Another case was a six-year-old child, drowned to death when 
playing with his brother at a pier. There was no formal funeral. A rite of soul-
summoning was performed by a Taoist priest at the site of the accident. After the 
rite, the soul was brought back to unite with the dead body at the mortuary where the 
family offered a few sticks of incense, some food and some mock paper for the boy. 
The Taoist priest who performed the rite explained that in a bad accident, the spirit 
of the deceased would be dismantled into bits and pieces. Without a complete form, it 
is not possible to get transcendence and will probably remain as a marginal ghost. The 
rite of soul-summoning is to help the fragmented pieces formulate back to a complete 
whole. 
The third bad death happened in early August, 1999. A woman hawker was killed by 
a piece of cement falling off from a building behind her hawking site. Her death 
aroused great concern from the public who queried the safety of passersby on the 
streets. While the public was still discussing which government department should be 
responsible for checking up the structural safety of buildings, the family of the dead 
and the association of the hawkers of the concerned area decided to hold a big 
ceremony at the site of the accident. 
On the day of the ceremony, around sixty Buddhist monks and nuns set out two long 
tables and chanted sutras for four hours. Two streets were blocked for the event and 
many neighbors and friends came to pay tribute and bum incense for the dead at the 
temporary altar. One of the representatives from the association said, "We cannot 
pretend nothing has happened, something has to be done." According to the chief 
monk in the ritual, a section of the chanting ceremony is called sa jing (濃、；爭)， 
cleansing. Since the women died in such an unfortunate way, the area was somehow 
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polluted. Therefore, the area had to be purified to restore order and peace. 
In Hong Kong, it is still a common practice to perform special funeral ritual at sites 
where people die of bad accident or by committing suicide. Relatives and neighbors 
will initiate to hold such ceremonies in order to help transcending the dead and 
cleanse the environment. Sometimes, ceremonies involve road blocking, as in the 
above case. The police usually makes allowance for such cases. 
Bad death is a severe disruption of order. In the first two cases, the deaths were 
somehow tragic as well as shameful. This was enough to thwart any attempt to ask 
people to attend the funerary rites. In the last case, the woman was thought to have 
died tragically, and the accident aroused other hawkers' safety consciousness. Funeral 
rituals are done not only to transcend the dead but also clean the place. 
Superstition 
Although many anthropologists think that the word "superstition" is loaded with 
much cultural bias that should never be used as an analytical concept, I still feel 
obliged to discuss it since it is so commonly used by my informants and is important 
in the cultural construct of people's attitude toward death and death rituals. 
"Superstition" is often used by many of my informants to label people who put too 
much stress on strict adherence to traditional cults and who are too serious in dealing 
with pollution and following different ritual details. Even the adherents did not 
hesitate to describe themselves as being superstitious. One funerary salesperson said, 
"People today are more civilized, the society has advanced, not as superstitious as 
before, rites are not followed so closely". 
The discourse on superstition has been so widespread and commonly employed that 
anything sounds too mystical is immediately rejected by an explicit distaste for 
superstition expressed both by funerary salespeople and mourners. It is not only 
used to query the magical beliefs, but also to remove clumsiness that traditional ritual 
procedures may entail. However, on the other hand, it is still true that the idea of 
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death pollution still lives naturally in many people's mind. It may be relevant to 
quote Evans-Prtichard's (1956: 321) insight in his study of the Nuer religion, 
that Spirit is an intuitive apprehension, something experienced in response to 
certain situations but known directly only to the imagination and not to the 
senses. Nuer religious conceptions are properly speaking not concepts but 
imaginative constructions. Hence the response to them is imaginative too, a 
kind of miming. 
I should say that on the one hand, death pollution still clings firmly in Chinese 
people's imagination, but on the other hand, with a general distaste for superstition, 
people do not treat pollution as seriously as before. Moreover, most young people 
are not very sure of where pollution lies and hides. They consult the professionals 
whether this or that will be a taboo or create conflicts. Such worries are usually 
dismissed by the professionals who nowadays generally hold the principle that 
members of the deceased's family do not need to worry about the taboos. Moreover, 
the professionals are also confident that there are seldom any conflicts that are not 
resolvable. When there is a problem, there must be some rites resolving it. That 
means pollution is highly manageable. Some ritual specialists even admitted that 
many of these rites for tackling pollution are merely symbolic acts done to soothe 
people's 'superstitious' mind. 
The general distaste for superstition has in a way alleviated the mysterious color of 
death and death pollution. Also, as mentioned above, pollution wrought by death is 
contextual, and relative. Good death or siu song, happy funeral, is less suspicious, 
and less inauspicious. The fact that nowadays most people enjoy a longer life 
expectancy, and that parents usually died at an age over sixty has made most funerals 
happy funerals. In such cases, death is seen as a natural event and the sense of 
misfortune and disorderliness is reduced to a minimum. Thus people are not as 
nervous as before in facing death. Bad death, on the other hand, usually activate 
people's fear of disorderliness and imagination of pollution. Thus it is the situation 
where more rituals are involved in dealing with pollution. 
It is also relevant to discuss here the concept of pollution brought by menstruating 
women. In the past, menstruating is generally regarded as highly polluting and 
dangerous (Ahem 1975: 196). "The polluting substances associated exclusively with 
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women-menstrual and birth fluid-are closely associated with dangerous power". 
They are not allowed to attend god worshiping rituals or even funeral. However, 
today people are less worried about the polluting nature of menstruating. It is 
regarded as a natural biological phenomenon. A coffin shop boss once criticized those 
who asked the question of whether menstruating women should attend a funeral. 
"How can people be so superstitious today? Such question is irrelevant". His view 
was reiterated by a Taoist priestess who also stressed to me that the gods should be 
wise enough to understand menstruation as a biological fact. The priestess also added 
that the polluting notion enticed to menstruating women somehow reflected the 
traditional bias on women and women's role. The purpose of elaborating on this 
example is to show that what constitutes a situation of pollution can be changed over 
time. The above coffin shop informant also said that nowadays people are not as 
nervous as before when they walk pass coffin shops, or get in touch with funerary 
workers. 
Let me summarize. In modern life, natural deaths are generally regarded as natural 
events. Not too much disorder is brought by such deaths. Thus the mysterious color 
of such deaths and the fear of death pollution aroused are reduced to minimum. Some 
taboos on pollution that people observed before are now ignored. From this point of 
view, I should say that people today are less 'superstitious'. 
Above all, though people do not act as nervously as before toward death pollution, 
death is still something unwelcome. Death is managed in a compressed space of the 
funeral home. Thus people have become accustomed to abandoning all the things and 
objects related to death before they go home. In the past, people retained a part of 
the mourning clothes and the white handkerchief as a sign of fortune, nowadays such 
things are seen as things related to death and are all discarded. After all, death is the 
last thing people would like to bring back to their own place. 
Summary 
Death pollution among Chinese people is such an edgy conception that any attempt 
to make rigid definition and description will likely trap oneself into unnecessary 
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confusion. As I have observed, the concept of pollution in ordinary people's mind 
never works in straight forward logic which an observer often hopes it to be. In fact, 
it may occur in much more complex ways than I have described in this chapter. 
Imagination on death pollution involves many ambiguous presumptions mixed with 
prescribed sentiments. It looms large in people's imagination which further accelerates 
the activities of pollution. 
With a changing social environment and a general distaste for 'superstition', people do 
not behave as nervously as before toward death pollution. Related taboos may also 
'disappear' because of a general lack of knowledge of them and changes of social 
attitude as in the case of menstruation. Moreover, for those who worry about 
pollution, they are usually assured by the professionals that there are many 
resolutions for it. 
To conclude, death pollution always exists in Chinese people's imagination. People 
do not need 'rational' explanation of it before they believe such contamination exists. 
However, as shown earlier, magic can also be dealt with 'magically'; there are a 
number of ways to deal with such pollution, some of which are also embedded in 
people's cultured imagination. On the whole, because of the growing pragmatic 
perception on death as a natural event and a general distaste for superstition, less and 
less people are active interpreters of death pollution. More people let the 
professionals tell them where pollution lies and what to do. 
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Chapter Seven 
Conclusion: Social Transformation and Cultural Persistence 
It was the echoes of fire crackers shot off by the villagers in the valley village where I 
lived that reminded me it has been the second Ching Ming Festival since I started this 
research on death management. It reminded me of the past few times of Ching Ming 
and Chung Yeung when I went to different cemeteries to observe people worshiping 
their ancestors at the graveyards. I remembered the first thought I had during such 
observation was that it was the first time in my life I went to a graveyard on such 
festival day. 
Such thought has some bearings in my mind. As a researcher of culture, I began to 
remind myself that culture is not only what we see, it is often what we do not see. 
The comment that 'Hong Kong people go to the cemeteries to visit ancestors two 
times a year' should be seen as a stereotyping sort of description. It has a lot of truth 
in it. But it crosses out the other side of the truth that we don't see, that is the great 
number of people who make use of the holidays to do things that have nothing to do 
with the ancestors. Perhaps I should borrow Geertz's distinctive concept between 
"religion pure" and "religion applied" (Geertz 1973). People often do not do what 
they claim they should do or what other people assume they should do. 
Throughout my research period, I have all the time been cautious of making 
stereotyping comments and of making reference to classical orthodox interpretation 
without testing it out in real social life. 
I am also haunted by the question of "how much more do I not know". To my 
dismay, the more I try to look into the process of death management and its history 
over the past few decades, the more I found I have not yet discovered. And within a 
realistic time limit I have, I finally come to terms with my internal struggle that I 
should base on what I have found up to the present moment to draw some 
fundamental summary and bear in mind the possibility that research results are often 
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temporary and subjected to revision and amendments. 
The Familial Religious Space 
Hong Kong urban people have been leading a way of life very different from what 
previous researchers have been observing of those living in the countryside. As 
indicated in previous chapters, death management in Hong Kong has been influenced 
a lot by the official control of land and social space. The non-religious bureaucracy of 
the Hong Kong government has brought into the society a general secular social order. 
It emphasizes 'rational' and efficient social administration. The promotion of 
cremation and its tacit discouragement of elaborate funerals have manifested an 
administrative and bureaucratic-oriented way of social management. 
In fact, such bureaucratic order of the administration should be seen side by side with 
a general secular social order in the working life of Hong Kong people. As an 
immigrant society, Hong Kong is made up of a large number of immigrants from 
mainland China during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. The Hong Kong urban populace 
is in fact a new people building up its own pattern of life in a new place. 
Today, this first generation of immigrant population of Hong Kong have had their 
children and grandchildren born and grown up in Hong Kong. The second generation 
who are mostly aged from late twenties to fifties are enjoying a more prosperous 
Hong Kong in the prime time of their life when comparing to their parents. This 
newly grown generation had received secondary, part of secondary or at least 
primary education in Hong Kong, and most of them have been working as salary 
workers by making use of their own skill and ability. 
In the working world, people are accustomed to a general secular or non-religious 
atmosphere cultured by the non-religious attitude of the colonial bureaucracy. But 
back home, the family still carries the traditional baggage of worshiping gods and 
ancestors. The family has become the legitimate' institution holding onto traditional 
religious belief and rituals. Comparatively speaking, religious life is one of the more 
integrated part of life of villagers, while for city-dwellers, it is a separated part 
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maintained back home. 
By and large, the advancement of science has led us to live a more secular life, but 
modem rationality has not been successful in erasing all the insecure sense of life, 
produced at moments of sickness, bad fate, accidents and death. In other words, a 
modern society is still a porous one left with much space for religious yearning and 
mystical experiences to set in. The family is often the place where such space is large 
and free. 
Cultural Changes and Persistence 
The special feature of this thesis is that it does not only concentrate on symbolic 
analysis of death rituals, but also explores the whole process of death management 
which has not yet been explored by any previous studies. Just by looking at what 
rituals people employ and asking what those rituals mean to do is not sufficient to 
grasp the deeper meanings of death management. As I have tried to show in previous 
chapters, changes in different procedures of death management have all reshaped 
people's death-handling experiences to which new meanings are attached and 
accumulated. What people do in the immediate aftermath of death and what they are 
mostly concerned about during their interaction with the funerary salespeople are as 
informative as the rituals they employ. 
The culture of Chinese death management is not static. It is constantly subjected to 
changes and transformations. All these changes should be understood against the 
background of the urbanization of Hong Kong during which funerary culture is 
continuously adapting to practical socio-economic situations. As I have shown, official 
promotion of cremation and the high price of burial land have basically changed the 
Chinese traditional stress on burial. Governmental rules on treatment of dead bodies 
and the medicalization of death have also transformed the way people handle dead 
bodies in the immediate aftermath of death. Commercialization of the funerary 
businesses is yet another major factor that has led to great changes. The emergence of 
the commercial funeral parlours as a new death space and the negotiation between 
funerary salespeople and mourners have produced new experiences as well as new 
meanings in death management. The commercialized way of repackaging funerary 
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traditions into standardized products has also brought about the homogenization of 
death-managing material culture. 
Despite all these changes, however, I also noted that certain funerary traditions are 
still stressed for managing the deceased's soul and death pollution. Most people 
employ the popularized form of Kwangtung jaai ritual. Though having been 
restructured and repackaged, such ritual is still formed on the basis of ritual traditions 
and counted on as a traditional way to help transcending the soul of the dead. 
Traditional rites are also employed to combat death pollution. 
In the process of change and persistence, I have elaborated on the theme of active and 
passive agents. The actual process of negotiation between mourning families and the 
funerary salespeople reflects different degree of activeness on the part of mourners in 
deciding what to do for funerals. On the other hand, although cremation has replaced 
burial as the most popular way of disposing the deceased, people have been active in 
reframing the worship of cremated remains into the old cultural frame. In fact, the 
death management process has clearly shown how both passive and active culture 
interpreters coexist. The deceased, the mourners, the relatives, and the professionals 
are all cultural agents affecting the scene of death management. Their dominance or 
submissiveness varies in different cases and the level of activeness and passivity each 
party displays differs in contexts. In many cases, the professionals played a more 
dominative role in guiding people to do what they assume to be proper. In some 
cases, the deceased were more active since they had assigned before death different 
tasks for the living. Some mourners became active in interpreting the rituals when 
they were asked to pay for it. Above all, I found that most of the time, most 
mourners are passive agents without thinking deeply about the rituals they 
participated in or paid for. They let the professionals arrange things and work on the 
details. With these passive cooperators, culture persists through time. 
Passive Interpretations and Scattered Meanings of Death Rituals 
As I have mentioned in chapter one, culture should be seen with a dynamic view. It is 
an ongoing process of competition and accommodation of different meanings. In 
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chapter five, I have touched upon the diverse interpretations underlying the 
homogeneous rituals. One of those that impressed me most was the confession 
people made about their ignorance of ritual knowledge and the general lack of 
enthusiasm of acquiring such knowledge. I often felt that I was the only one eager to 
know meanings behind rituals and posed myself as an odd figure by constantly asking 
questions. Sometimes, the mourners, feeling pity for my thirst for knowledge, tried 
their best to recite to me the scarce information they had just grasped from the ritual 
specialists or their seniors. 
I believe that such passivity in interpreting religious activities is not a new 
phenomenon. "Acting according to tradition"; "don't know"; "follow what others do" 
can all be good-enough-reasons for people performing their parts in ritual acts. Robert 
Weller (1994) has also looked into such insouciant attitude. He began his analysis by 
referring to Bourdieu's famous line, "it is because subjects do not, strictly speaking, 
know what they are doing that what they do has more meaning than they know" 
(Bourdieu 1977: 79). Then he wrote, 
Explicit interpretation in fact limits significance, while leaving ritual or any 
other behaviour uninterpreted keeps all the possibilities open. Bourdieu 
reminds us that the uninterpreted world extends everywhere; it is not just an 
odd feature of ludic peasant markets and Carnival. Doing things without 
interpreting them forms the broad base of experience, and the process of 
creating orthodox interpretations is itself problematic (p.20). 
Weller's interest in reading such indecisive and non-interpretation of Chinese rituals 
(in his words "messy meanings") lies in their potential as a base for culture resistance 
through the organization of meanings and development of a high point (precipitation) 
of an unified interpretation (Weller 1994: 24). 
I do not follow his argument that far. After thinking over and again of such attitude, I 
am content to keep to my postulation that most people are in fact passive 
interpreters of culture. Quite different from what we understand from Christianity 
which stresses a belief in the ultimate truth and searching for truth through reading 
Bible, Chinese people are quite accustomed to following cultural or religious activities 
without asking too much what 'truth' such acts represent. People are content in 
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fulfilling their obligation by acting out their parts in kneeling and offering incense. 
While detailed interpretations are left to the specialists and passionate followers, 
deep interpretations are rested upon the researchers. People's style of interpretations 
of rituals may be shallow, but the implication of such style can be deep. 
I am convinced that it is the unorthodox requirements of Chinese religion that lends to 
it its long life. The large space and elasticity it allows people to shift from one to the 
other interpretation has somehow helped it survive through tremendous social and 
cultural changes. People pick up points from all the available interpretations which 
suit them in contexts. Different or even contrasting views can be held by a single 
individual. For some of them, the real urgency in mind was to have the funerary 
matters over as soon as possible since there were yet many other obligations for them 
to fulfill in work and back home. In fact, for people leading busy city life, time for 
funerals is also under stress. 
The special quality of Chinese religion is that it allows a wide range of interpretations 
to coexist, which in turn makes people feel easier to pick what they want for 
themselves. Only that one acts accordingly (to the requirements of rituals), one can 
be quite free to keep to one's own interpretation. As many are in fact passive 
interpreters, not much arguments will arise. However, there are also emerging currents 
of more active queries against the 'traditional' ways. When such currents gather force, 
the death scene will no longer be a harmonious one. The shifting of meanings have 
been justified by a non-rigid attitude toward interpretations which are in turn 
contained by a general cooperative attitude toward ritual participation. Nowadays, 
within modern and urban living contexts and with the existences of different religious 
belief systems (such as Christianity), messy meanings have become even messier. 
The purpose of laboring on such messiness is not to confuse readers farther, but to 
let them understand the many possibilities of making a conclusion, just as the 
immense potentials for interpretations. This is also the reason for me to focus on the 
subjective attitude of individuals. As carriers and interpreters of culture, people can 
be both active and passive. But it is hard to say when and how people will become 
active or inactive. I can only say that active interpretations can be both persisting and 
disruptive force for culture and traditions. For those active interpreters who 
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denounce the efficacy of traditional rituals and feel awkward amidst the noisy and 
vehement atmosphere of Chinese death rituals, they may refuse to be cooperators 
when they find the chance. I believe there is a potent urge for change in the field of 
death management. Ritual specialists nowadays are also concerned with their 
professional image with which they need to achieve a better communication with a 
more educated and skeptical clientele. I suspect that there have also been some active 
and subtle currents in reorganizing traditional religious knowledge to meet with new 
social needs. However, having the constraint in time, I can only keep this in mind as a 




Number of Funerals Held in Commercial Funeral Parlour in the Past Five 
Years. 
Year 1994 1 9 ^ 1996 1998 
Funerals 24,374 24,694 25,935 25,862 27,059 
(Sources: Chan Kam Tong, "Managing the Dead in Hong Kong", unpublished M. Sc. Thesis, The 
Hong Kong Polytechnic University, 1999.) 
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Appendix III 
Cremation figures shown in early Cremation Record Books stored in the 
Kowloon Cemeteries and Crematoria Office of the Urban Services 
Department. 
Year Position of Crematorium Number of Cremation 
194 6 Sookunpoo (Crematorium of Japanese)  
194 7 Sookunpoo / Kai Lung Wan  
194 8 Kai Lung Wan Kowloon  
194 9 Kowloon  
195 0 Boundary Street 31288 
1951 (Starting from 31/8/1951, cremation was done in the Diamond Hill 
Crematorium, before that it was done at Sheung Un Ling) 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined 
Remains Total 
Private 11 / 21 5 32 
Government 15 ^ ^ 24246 24825 
Total ^ ^ ^ 24251 24857 
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1952 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined 
Remains Total 
Private 53 6 ^ 26 85 
Government 25 1125 USO 4113 5263 
Total 78 m i 1 2 ^ 4139 5348 
1953 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined Remains Total 
“ P r i v a t e ^ 6 99 16 115 
Government / Ws Ws SUS 
^ T o t a l ^ ^Tl i m 2229 ^ “ 
1954 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined 
Remains Total 
Private 145 7 152 31 183 
Government / 678 678 355 1033 
Total 145 685 830 386 1216 
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1955 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined 
Remains Total 
Private 161 1 169 i n 247 
i i  
Government / 513 513 5 518 
Total 161 521 682 83 765 
1956 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined 
Remains Total 
Private 168 10 178 69 247 
Government / 295 295 21328 21623 
Total 168 305 473 21397 21870 
I  
1 9 5 7 
Bodies ！ Adult I Child | Total Exhumed Combined I I I ! i Remains Total 
I ； I Private 丨 208 I 8 216 80 I 296 
； ： i i   , I ! i  
Government / 89 丨 89 丨 29724 丨 29813 
： ： 
Total 208 97 305 I 29804 I 30109 
： i ： i 1 ！ I 
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1958 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined 
Remains Total 
Private 233 13 246 90 336 
Government / 96 96 17 113 
Total 233 109 342 107 449 
1959 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined 
Remains Total 
Private 241 7 248 93 341 
Government 2 69 71 4278 4349 
Total 243 76 319 4371 4690 
1960 
Bodies Adult Child Total Exhumed Combined 
Remains Total 
Private 274 13 287 140 427 
Government 99 202 301 1390 1691 
Total 373 215 588 1530 2118 
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Appendix III 
Cremation of dead bodies in the past forty years. 
Year Cremations Year Cremations 
196 0 370 1980 10,951 
196 1 346 1981 13,727 
196 2 466 1982 13,250 
196 3 636 1983 14,241 
196 4 734 1984 14,287 
196 5 831 1985 15,575 
196 6 1,022 1986 15,674 
196 7 1,543 1987 16,923 
196 8 1,690 1988 17,510 
196 9 2,230 1989 18,696 
197 0 2,726 1990 19,515 
i ！ . 
I 1971 3,306 1991 19,213 
1972 3,912 1992 20,940 
‘ I 
I 1973 4,867 1993 21,341 
i 1974 5,087 1994 20,996 
1975 6,287 1995 21,969 
I 
： 1 9 7 6 I 7 , 6 0 2 I 1 9 9 6 I 2 3 , 5 0 8 i 1 i 
1 9 7 7 丨 7 , 9 5 1 I . 1 9 9 7 I 2 3 , 6 6 6 — — 
. |, ！ i 
1978 I 8,700 I 丨 1998 ‘ 25,554 
‘ i ^ 1. I ! 1 
I I ！ 
_ 1979 丨 10，005 i ： 1999 | 25,661 j 
(Sources: Figures of 1960 to 1977 were drawn from the Annual Departmental Reports of the Urban 
Services Department which collected such figures of each financial year from April to March. Figures 
starting from 1978 were drawn from Chan Kam Tong, "Managing the Dead in Hong Kong", 
unpublished M.Sc. thesis, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, 1999. The figure of 1999 was 
acquired from the Food and Environmental Hygiene Department.) 
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Figure 1. Temporary bamboo scaffoldings were commonly used for moving coffins 
before the 1960s. 
• Hong Kong Museum of History 
m g g P I 
Figure 2. A funeral procession during the 1920s. 
© Hong Kong Museum of History 
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Figure 3. Mourners and visitors crowded in the narrow corridor outside the funeral rooms (photograph 
by Chan Yuk Wah , Dec, 1999). 
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Figure 4. A Chinese-style funeral altar (photograph by Chan Yuk Wah, Dec，1999). 
Figure 5. Food offerings on a Chinese-style funeral altar (photograph by Chan Yuk Wah, Dec, 1999). 
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Figure 6. A paper garden mansion (photograph by Chan Yuk Wah, Dec, 1999). 
127 
i i i T i i l E i l i i i P l 
• H — ^ f e c . 為 y ； . 二 . � :� A , )激 s ' V 泌 • 、 横 、 
Figure 7. A pair of golden and silver bridges and a sedan chair (photography by Chan Yuk Wah, Dec, 
1999). 
W ^ m 
• i ^ n 
Figure 8. Paper servants (photography by Chan Yuk Wah, Dec, 1999). 
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m 
Figure 9. Mourners witnessing burning of paper objects at the backdoor of a funeral home 
(photography by Chan Yuk Wah, Dec, 1999). 
Figure 10. Funeral home staff pushing paper objects into a torch of flame (photography by Chan Yuk 
Wah, Dec, 1999). 
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